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CHAPTER I. 

THERE was nothing Wilton hated 
more than dining at Brosedale; 
the artificial tone of the house was 
detestable, and he was always tantalized 
by knowing that although, under the 
same roof with Ella, he had not the 
least chance of seeing her. 

Nevertheless, he was always impelled 
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to go by a vague,- unreasonable hope 
that some chance might bring about a 
meeting ; and now, as he had abso- 
lutely written to his old friends of the 
15th, to say he would be with them 
the ensuing week, he felt ravenously 
eager to encounter the very danger 
from which he had determined to 
fly. 

But Helen Saville's hint had filled 
him with curiosity and uneasiness. It 
was as he feared. St. George Wilton 
and Ella Rivers had doubtless many 
experiences in common which both might 
prefer talking about in a tongue un- 
familiar to the rest of the audience, 
for he did not, of course, attach any 
value to Donald's remark that Ella did 
not like the clever attache. 
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Why should she not like him ? He 
looked across the table and studied his 
kinsman's face very carefully, while 
Helen Saville told him of a run she 

had enjoyed with the shire hounds 

whilst staying at Brantwood. 

St. George Wilton was occupied in 
the agreeable task of entertaining Lady 
Mary Mowbray, so his cousin could 
observe him with impunity. He was a 
slight, delicate-looking man, with high, 
aristocratic features, pale, with fair hair 
and light eyes, thin -lipped, and nomi- 
nally near-sighted, which entitled him 
to use a glass. 

He wore the neatest possible mous- 
taches and imperial, and when he smiled, 
which was not often (though his face 
was always set in an amiable key), he 
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showed a row of very regular white 
teeth, but rather too pointed withal, 
especially the molars, which were slightly 
longer than the rest, and gave a sonae- 
what wolfish, fang -like expression to 
that otherwise bland performance. His 
vqice was carefully modulated, his ac- 
cent refined, and his ease of manner the 
perfection of art. 

Although the cousins had seldom met 
before, they had heard of each other, 
forming their respective estimates from 
their special standpoints — St. George 
heartily despising Ralph, as a mere 
stupid, honest, pig-headed soldier, 
whose luck in coming somewhat to 
the front was a disgrace even to the 
whims of that feminine deity. For- 
tune. 
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How such rapid promotion could be 
brought about without finesse, without 
tact, without anything more extraordi- 
nary than simple duty-doings was be- 
yond the peculiar construction of St. 
George's mind to conceive. While Ralph 
scarcely bestowed any consideration what- 
ever on his kinsman — he had heard of 
• him as a clever, rising man, and also 
as a " keen hand ;" but now he had 
acquired a sudden importance ; and Ralph, 
as he gazed at the bland countenance 
opposite, and traced the hard lines under 
its set expression, laughed inwardly at 
the notion of extracting any information 
which St. George was disinclined to 
give. 

Nevertheless, when they joined the 
ladies, Wilton approached his cousin. 
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and opened the conversation by inquir- 
ing for a mutual acquaintance, one of 
St. George's brother attaches; this natu- 
rally led to other topics, and their talk 
flowed easily enough. 

"I am told you were received by 
our eccentric relative, Lord St. George," 
said his namesake, at last ; ^' rather an 
unusual event for him to see any one, 
I believe?" 

•*Ycs; he sent for me, or I should 
wver have thought of presenting my- 
seUl He kk>k$ very old and worn, and 
noi p^rticuUrlY ami^We." 

^^He wouki not let me in I I wonder 
wKi^t he wiU A> with *U h» prop^ty. If 
h« 4i^ bte$»te> 1 suppo* wu will 
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pect he will not leave me a sou. I 
am not pliant enough ; and that un- 
fortunate daughter of his may have left 
children to inherit, after all. I fancy I 
heard she was dead." 

" So have I," said St. George. " Who 
did she marry ?" 

" I believe, a Spaniard — an adventurer, 
with fine eyes and a splendid voice; I 
forget the name. Old Colonel du Cane, 
who was about town in those days, 
remembers the affair and the scandal, 
but the whole thing is forgotten 
now. I wonder old St. George did 
not marry and cut out every 



one." 



"Unless he makes a very distinct 
will, you will have to spend a large 
slice of your fortune in defeating 
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the pretenders who are sure to spring 
up. 

"Or you will/' returned Wilton, 
laughing ; " for he is as likely to leave 
it to one as the other, or to some 
charity." 

" To some charity ? That is surely the 
last of improbabilities." 

"It is impossible to say," returned 
Wilton ; and there was a short pause, 
during which he revolved rapidly in 
his own mind how he could best* 
approach the topic there uppermost. 
"How long do you stay at Brose- 
dale.^" he resumed, abruptly, as St. 
George looked round, as if about to 
move away. 

" Perhaps a week longer. I have 
already paid a visitation, but the 
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house is comfortable, the girls agree- 
able, and the padrone unobtru- 
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sive. 



a 



If you had not been in such 
luxurious quarters, and enjoying such 
excellent sport, I should have asked 
you "to try a day or two on the moor 
I have at Glenraven/* 

" Thank you ; I should have been 
most happy, but am engaged to 
Lord Parchmount after the twenty- 
fifth." 

"Did you ever meet any of Lady 
Fergusson*s people, the Savilles she is 
so fond of talking about ; I fancy there 
was a brother of hers in the — th 
Hussars ?" 

"A brother of her former husband, 
you mean. I don't believe Lady Fer- 
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gusson ever had a brother or a fathen 
or any blood tie of any kind, but 
sprang up full blown, lovely, ambitious, 
aristocratic, at the touch of some magic 
wand ; or, to come to a common-place 
simile, in a single night's growth like a 
toad-stool. She has been eminently suc- 
cessful, too. What a catch Sir Peter 
was ! Now, if that wretched boy weri^ 
to die — for which consummation, no 
doubt, her ladyship devoutly prays — 
and Helen Saville would play her cards 
with the commonest discretion, she might 
secure the fortune for herself and her 
sisters ; but she is a very uncertain 
person, a woman on whom no one 
could count." 

And St. George shook his head, as 
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though he had given the subject mature 
consideration. 

" I suppose you have seen the son 
and heir?" asked Wilton. 

" Frequently. He dislikes me, and I 
am amused at the elaborate display he 
makes of it. I also like to air my 
Italian with his interesting little com- 
panion." 

"You knew her in Italy, I think 
Miss Saville said," remarked Wil- 
ton. 

" Knew her ? Never. I fancy, from 
what she says, I have met some of the 
people her father associated with — a very 
disreputable set." 

"Sharpers and blacklegs, I suppose," 
said Wilton, carelessly. 

" No ; politically disreputable — dreamers 
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of Utopian dreams, troublesome items 
to governments ; amiable men who will 
make martyrs of themselves. You have 
no idea in England what a nuisance 
these fellows are; of course, there are 
plenty of desperate fanatics mixed up 
with them. I do not remember the 
name of Rivers among those I have 
met, but I imagine that picturesque 
girl at Brosedale was among the better 
class. She really looks like a gentle- 
woman ; with her knowledge of lan- 
guages and air of refinement, she 
would make a charming travelling 
companion." 

As the accomplished attache uttered 
this with a soft, arch smile, as though 
it were an infantine jest, he little 
thought what a large amount of self- 
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control he called into action in his 
cousin's mind. 

To have seized him by the collar, 
and shaken him till he retracted the 
insulting words, would have been a 
great relief; to have rebuked him sternly 
for speaking lightly of a girl of whom 
he knew no evil, would have been 
some satisfaction ; but modern manners 
forbade the first, and a due sense of 
the ridiculous the second. 

Control himself as Wilton might, he 
could not call up the answering smile 
which St. George expected, but, instead, 
stared at him with a fixed, haughty 
stare, which, although rather unaccount- 
able to its object, seemed sufficiently 
disagreeable to make him turn away 
and seek more congenial companionship. 
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Wilton, too, talked and laughed, and 
played his part with a proper degree 
of animation ; but a bruised, galled 
sensation clung to him all the 
evening. 

There is a large class of men for 
whom such a remark as St. George 
Wilton's, would have been fatally des- 
tructive to the charm and romance 
enfolding an object of admiration. To 
find what is precious to them, common 
and unholy in the eyes of another, 
would destroy the preciousness, and 
desecrate the holiness! ' But there is 
another, a smaller, though nobler and 
stronger, class, whom the voice of the 
scoffer, scoff he never so subtly, cannot 
incite to doubt or disloyalty. These are 
the men who see with their own 
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eyes, and Wilton was one of 
them. 

It was with the sort of indignation a 
crusader might have felt to see an infidel 
handling a holy relic, that he thought 
of his cousin's careless words. Nay 
more — reflecting that St. George was 
but one of many who would have thus 
felt and spoken of a girl to whom 
he dared not address a word of love 
lest it might check or destroy the 
sweet, frank friendliness with which 
she treated him, he asked himself 
again, what was to be the end there- 
of? 

Then for the first time he acknowledged 
to himself what he had often indistinctly 
felt before, that to tell her he loved her, 
to ask her to be his wife, to read 
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astonishment, perhaps dawning tenderness, 
in her wonderful eyes, to hold her to 
his heart, to own her before the world, 
to shelter her from difficulty so far as 
one mortal can another, would be heaven 
to him ! 

She had struck some deeper, truer 
chord in his nature than had ever been 
touched before; and his whole being 
answered ; all that seemed impossible and 
insurmountable gradually faded into in- 
significance compared to his mighty 
need for that quiet, pale, dark- eyed little 
girl! 



CHAPTER II. 



THE day after Wilton's return from 
D Castle, feeling exceedingly 

restless and unaccountably expectant, he 
sallied forth with his gun on his shoulder, 
more as an excuse than with any active 
sporting intentions. As he passed the 
gate into the road, a large half-bred 
mastiff, belonging to Sir Peter Fergusson, 
rushed up, and Wilton, knowing he 
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was an ill-tempered brute, called his own 
dogs to heel, but the mastiff did not 
notice them ; he kept snuffing about as 
though he had lost his master, and then 
set off in a long, swinging gallop towards 
Brosedale. 

Wilton, deep in thought, went on to 
the brae he so often visited in the com- 
mencement of his stay at Glenraven. 
He had not long quitted the high road, 
when he perceived a well-known figure, 
as usual clothed in grey, walking rather 
slowly before him, and looking wonder- 
fully in accordance with the soft, neutral 
tints of sky and stones, and hill-side — it 
was one of those still, mild, winter days, 
that have in them something of the 
tenderness and resignation of old age ; 
and which, in our variable climate, some- 
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times come with a startling change of 
atmosphere immediately after severe 
cold. 

As he hastened to overtake her, Wilton 
fancied her step was less firm and elastic 
than usual ; that her head drooped 
slightly as if depressed ; yet there was a 
little more colour than was ordinary in 
her cheek, and certainly an expression of 
pleasure in her eyes that made his heart 
beat when she turned at his salutation. 
She wore a small turban hat of black 
velvet, with a rosette in front, which 
looked Spanish, and most becoming 
to her dark eyes and pale, refined 
face. 

"At last. Miss Rivers! I thought 
you must have abjured this brae 
since Moncrief and myself became 
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temporary proprietors. I began to fear 
I should never meet you out of doors 
again." 

'*I have not been out for a long 
time alone," she replied; "but to-day 
some great man from London, a doctor, 
was to see poor Donald, and I was free 
for a while, so I rambled away far up that 
hill-side. It was delightful — so still, so 
grave, so soft." 

"You have been up the hill," cried 
Wilton, infinitely annoyed to think he 
had been lounging in the house when he 
might have had a long walk with 
her. " I wish I had been with you. It 
doubles one's enjoyment of scenery to 
look at it with a thorough artist like 
yourself." 

Miss Rivers did not reply at 
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once, but, after a moment's pause, 
asked, 

"Are you going out now to 
shoot ?" 

" Well, yes — at least it is my first 
appearance to-day." 

" Would it be very inconvenient to you 
to walk back to Brosedale, or part of the 
way, with me?" 

She spoke with a slight, graceful hesi- 
tation. 

" Inconvenient ! No, certainly not," 
returned Wilton, trying to keep his eyes 
and voice from expressing too plainly 
the joy her request gave him. **It is a 
charity to employ me. You know I 
have lost my chum. Major Moncrief, and 

I feel somewhat adrift. But I thought 
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young Fergusson was better. Miss 
Saville said so." 

Miss Rivers shook her head. 

" They know nothing about it. He 
will never be better; but it is not 
because he is worse this great doctor 
comes. He pays periodical visits. 
Donald always suiFers; and I think he 
frets because his step-sisters and that 
cousin of yours come and sketch and 
talk in our room so often : it does him 
no good." 

"Am I wrong in interpreting your 
emphasis on * fhaf cousin of yours* as an 
unfavourable expression ?" 

" Do you like him ?" she asked, looking 
straight into his eyes. 

"No," replied Wilton, uncompromis- 
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ingly ; while he gave back her gaze with 
interest. 

"It is curious," she said, musingly, 
" for he never offends. He is accom- 
plished; his voice is pleasant. Why do 
you not like him ?'* 

" I cannot tell. Why don't you ?'* 

" Ah, it is different. I — I am foolish, 
perhaps, to be so influenced by unreason- 
ing instinct ; but I fancy — I feel — he 
is — not true. Are you really kins- 
men? — of the same race, the same 
blood?" 

" Yes, I believe so ! And may I infer 
from your question that you believe I am 
tolerably honest — beyond deserving to 
be entrusted with the forks and spoons, I 
mean ?" 

" I do — I do, indeed." 
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She Spoke quite earnestly, and the words 
made Wilton's heart beat 

Before, however, he had time to reply, 
a gentleman came round an angle of 
broken bank, crowned by a group of 
mountain ash, which in summer formed 
a very picturesque point, and to Wilton's 
great surprise he found himself face to 
face with St. George. Involuntarily he 
looked at Ella Rivers, but she seemed 
not in the least astonished ; rather cold 
and collected. 

Suddenly it flashed into his mind that 
she had asked his escort to avoid a 
tetC'^h-tete with the agreeable attache^ with 
a crowd of associated inferences not cal- 
culated to increase his cousinly regard. 
St. George raised his hat with a gentle 
smile. 
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" I did not expect to have the pleasure 
of meeting you, Colonel, though I had 
intended paying you a visit. Miss 
Rivers ! one has seldom a chance of 
finding you so far afield. I presume it 
is a favourable indication of the young 
laird's health that you can be spared 
to enjoy a ramble with Colonel Wil- 
ton." 

There was just the suspicion of a sneer 
about his lips as he spoke, which com- 
pleted the measure of Wilton's indigna- 
tion. But Miss Rivers replied with the 
most unmoved composure that Donald 
was as usual, and then walked on in silence. 
After a few remarks, very shortly answered 
by Wilton, the bland attache accepted his 
defeat. 

"Did you see a large brown dog 
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along here? I had the brute with 
me this morning, and he has strayed. 
I do not like to return without him, 
for he is rather a favourite with Sir 
Peter." 

" Yes, I saw him just now, further 
up the road, close to my gate,' 
returned Wilton quickly, without add- 
ing what direction the animal had 
tuken. 

" Thank you. Then I will prosecute 
my search instead of spoiling your 
ttte^tUtete ** — with which parting shot 
St. Cfcorgc left them. 

l*or siomc paces Wilton and his com- 
panion wulke^l on in silence. He stole 
u gkncc at her fiicc ; it was composed and 
thoughtful. 

** I suppow you were not surprised 
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by that apparition ? Perhaps it was 
a choice of the smaller evil that induced 
you to adopt a tete-a-tete with me, instead 
of with him ?" 

He looked earnestly for her re- 
ply. 

"It was," she said, without raising 
her eyes to his. " He passed me just 
now in the dog-cart with another gentle- 
man, and I thought it possible he 
might return ; so, — as you have 
always been kind and friendly, I 
thought I might ask you to come with 



me. 



Another pause ensued, for Wilton's 
heated imagination conjured up an 
array of serious annoyances deserving 
the severest castigation, and he scarcely 
dared trust himself to speak, so fearful 
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was he of checking her confidence, or 
seeming to guess too much of the 
truth. 

At last he exclaimed, with a sort 
of suppressed vehemence that startled 
Miss Rivers into looking at him 
quickly, ^ 

" By heaven ! it is too bad that you 
should be bored, in your rare moments 
of freedom, with the idle chatter of that 
fellow." 

"It is a bore, but that is all. It 
amuses him to speak Italian with me." 
An expression of superb disdain gleamed 
over her face for an instant, and left it 
quiet and grave. "Though wonderfully 
civil, even complimentary, he con- 
veys more than any one I ever 
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met^ the hatefulness of class dis- 
tinctions." 

" I feel deeply thankful for the 
doubt you expressed just now that 
he belonged to the same race as my- 
self." 

"You are quite different; but I dare 
say you have plenty of the prejudices 
peculiar to your caste." 

" I wish you would undertake my con- 
version. It might not be so difficult. 
Your denunciation of soldiers has rung 
in my ears — no — rather haunted my 
imagination, ever since you showed 
me your sketch-book in that desolate 
waiting-room." 

" I remember," said she, gravely. 
"No, I shall never convert you, even 
if I wrote a political thesis for your 



^ 



30 RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. 



benefit." After a short pause, she re- 
sumed abruptly, "Do you know, I fear 
poor Donald has not much of life 
before him." 

" Indeed ! What induces you to think 

so I* 

" He is so weak and feverish and 
sleepless. He often rings for me to 
read to him in the dead of the night. 
And then, with all his ill-temper and 
selfishness, he has at times such gleams 
of noble thought, such flashes of in- 
tellectual light, that I cannot help 
feeling it is the flicker of the dying 
lanrip. I shall be profoundly grieved 
when his sad, blighted life is over. 
No one knows him as I do ; and no 
one cares for me as he does. I have 
ventured to speak to Lady Fergusson, 
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but she cannot or will not see, and 
forbids my addressing Sir Peter on the 
subject." 

"And if this unfortunate boy dies, 
what is to become of you?" asked 
Wilton, too deeply interested to choose 
his words, yet a little apprehensive lest 
he might offend. 

"I do not know ; I have never 
thought," she replied, quite naturally. 
"I suppose I should go back to Mrs. 
Kershaw. She is fond of me in her way, 
especially since I nursed her through that 
fever." 

" And then," persisted Wilton, looking 
earnestly at her half-averted face with 
an expression which, had she turned and 
caught it, would probably have destroyed 
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the pleasant, friendly tone of their inter- 
course. 

" I do not know ; but I do not dread 
work. To do honest service is no 
degradation to me. I have always heard 
of work as the true religion of humanity. 
No. I have very little fear of the 
future, because, perhaps, I have so little 
hope." 

" You are a strange girl," exclaimed 
Wilton, with a certain degree of fami- 
liarity, which yet was perfectly res- 
pectful. "I fancy few men have so 
much pluck. I dare say Lady Fer- 
gusson would not like to lose 
so charming a companion for her 
daughters." 

" Lady Fergusson does not think me 
at all charming; and Miss Saville does 
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not like me, nor I her. But whether 
they like it or not, I shall not remain if 
Donald dies." 

" Mrs. Kershaw is the person in whose 
house your father died," said Wilton 
softly, and in the same confidential 
tone their conversation had taken. 

Miss Rivers bent her head. 

" Where does she live ?" 

" At Kensington." 

"Whereabouts? I know Kensington 
pretty well." 

"Oh! in H Street. There is a 

little garden in front, so it is called 
Gothic Villa, though there is very little 
that is Gothic about it." 

Here Miss Rivers stopped. 

" Yes !'* exclaimed Wilton ; ** I see we 
are within the Brosedale boundaries ; but 
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you must not dismiss your escort yet ; 
that diplomatic relative of mine may be 
on our heels." 

" Do not imagine I fear to encounter 
him," said she, with an arch smile. 
"I ought, perhaps, to apologise to you 
for taking you out of your way for so 
slight a cause ; but even if a fly alights 
on one's brow or hand, the impulse is 
to brush it away." 

"Do not dismiss me so soon, how- 
ever. I am going away the day after 
to-morrow, and may not see you again 
before I leave."^ 

" You are going ! I am sorry." 

She spoke with a simple sincerity that 
at once charmed, and yet mortified 
him. 

"You have always seemed more like 
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an old friend than a stranger," she 
continued j " and I shall miss you." 

"If I could be of the smdlest use — 
the slightest comfort to you," said Wil- 
ton — his tones deepening unconsciously 
while he drew nearer to her, feeling 
still fearful of awakening any conscious- 
ness of the passionate feeling with which 
he regarded her — -"I would willingly 

renounce my visit to A ; but I am 

only going there for a few days, and 
hope to return in time for some enter- 
tainment which is to take place in honour 
of Sir Peter's birthday." 

" Oh, yes ; it was the same last year. 
A ball for the near neighbours and 
tenants and dwellers in the house. I 
had no heart to see the last, but I 
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have promised Isabel to be present at 
this." 

"Indeed, then, pray make another 
promise — to dance with me." 

"Yes; I will dance with you, if you 
remember about it, and come to claim 
me. 

" If!" repeated Wilton, with eloquent 
emphasis ; " if I am in life you will see 
me there, even though I risked another 
railway smash to keep the tryst." 

There was a fervour and depth in his 
voice beyond what the mere words re- 
quired that struck his companion. She 
turned to him with a startled, wonder- 
ing expression in her eyes, which met 
his fully for a moment, and then sank 
slowly, while a faint, flitting blush came 
and went on her cheek, the sweet curved 
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lips quivered, and an unmistakable look 
of pain and gravity stole over her 
face. 

Wilton was ready to curse his own 
want of self-control for thus disturbing 
her, and yet this touch of emotion and 
consciousness completed the potent spell 
she had laid upon him. He burned to 
complete with his lips the confession his 
eyes had begun, but he must not, dare 
not then ; so, with an immense effort 
over himself, he managed to say some- 
what at random, 

" I suppose they have a good band — 
good enough to dance to ?" 

"Yes, I believe so ;" and then again 
she stood still. "You have come quite 
far enough. I must say good-bye. I 
do not wish to take you any further." 
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She again raised her eyes to his with a 
sort of effort, but gravely and reso- 
lutely. 

"I obey," replied Wilton as gravely, 
all anxiety to win her back to her 
former easy, confidential tone: he raised 
his hat, and looked in vain for a move- 
ment on her side to hold out her hand. 
"Then I may count on you for the 
first waltz at th^ birthday fete. I shall 
come for it, rest assured: so remember 
if you let St. George or any one else 
persuade you to break your promises, 
the results may be — fatal." 

He endeavoured to assume a light 
tone, but could not judge of its effect, 
for Miss Rivers merely said in a low 
voice, 

" Good-bye. I shall not forget." 
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Wilton sought for another glance in 
vain. She bent her head as he stood 
aside to let her pass, and vanished quickly 
among the trees. 

The walk back was accomplished 
almost unconsciously, so deeply was 
Wilton absorbed in thought. Involun- 
tarily he had torn away the veil which 
had hitherto hidden the real character 
of their intercourse from that proud, 
frank, simple girl, and how would she 
take it ? With a woman of her calibre, 
anything like indirectness, of parleying 
with generous impulses, would consign 
him to the limbo of her contempt ; and 
the grand scorn of her face when she 
spoke of St. George Wilton amusing 
himself with her, flashed back upon 
him. Of that he could not bear to 
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think, nor of giving her up and seek- 
ing safety in flight, nor of tormenting 
himself by hanging about her vaguely. 

There was but one way out of it all 
— wild, imprudent, insane as it must 
appear, even to decent worldlings like 
Moncrief — and that was to go in gal- 
lantly and dauntlessly for marriage at 
all risks. Wilton's pulses throbbed at 
the idea; once certain of himself and 
his motives, he felt that he could break 
down any barrier of reserve Ella Rivers 
might erect against him. 

In this mood the next day's dinner 
at Brosedale was a great trial, though 
he felt a slight increase of friendliness 
towards St. George, who had evidently 
held his tongue about their rencontre. 
All passed over serenely, and promising 
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faithfully to return in time for the ball, 
he bid the Brosedale party " good- 
night." 




CHAPTER III. 



THE annual entertainment at Brose- 
dale was on an unusual scale this 
year. The house was full, and full of 
eligible people. Mr. St. George Wilton, 
it is true, had departed without laying 
himself and his diplomatic honours at 
Miss Saville's feet; but that accom- 
plished young lady was upheld by the 
consciousness that his soldier-cousin would 
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be there to fill his place, and would be 
no mean substitute. 

This celebration of Sir Peter Fer- 
gusson's birthday was instituted by his 
admiring wife, who found it useful as a 
sort of rallying point at a difficult season, 
and a means of helping the family radiance 
to" obliterate the memory of the whilom 
revered Grits of Brosedale ; and Sir Peter, 
to whom money was no object, allowed 
himself to be flattered and fooled into this 
piece of popularity -hunting as " advis- 
able" and the " right thing." 

Wilton dressed and drove over to 
Brosedale, in a mingled state of resolu- 
tion and anxiety. Although he seemed 
as pleasant a companion, as good a shot, 
as bold a rider as ever to his Hussar 
hosts, he found plenty of time to 



44 RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. 

think, to examine, and to torment him- 
self. 

He had not reached his thirty-fourth 
year without a sprinkling of love afF^rs, 
some of them, especially of early date, 
fiery enough, but no previous fancy or 
passion had taken such deep hold upon 
him as the present one. Like many of 
the better sort of men, he looked on 
women as pretty, charming toys, to be 
kindly and honourably treated, cared 
for and protected, but chiefly created for 
man's pleasure, to give a certain grace 
to his existence when good, and to spoil 
it when wicked. 

A woman with convictions, with an 
individual inner life; a woman he could 
talk to, as a friend, apart from her 
personal attraction ; a woman who spoke 
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to him as if love-making was not 
thought of between them ; a woman to 
whom he dared not make love lest he 
should lose those delicious glimpses of 
heart and mind so fresh, so utterly 
unconscious of their own charm — this 
was something quite beyond his expe- 
rience. Then, to a true gentleman, 
her strangely forlorn, isolated position 
hedged her round with a strong though 
invisible fence; and the great difficulty 
of meeting her alone, of finding oppor- 
tunities to win her, and rouse her from 
her pleasant but provoking ease and 
friendliness — all conspired to fan the 
steadily increasing fire. 

Occupy himself as he might, the sound 
of her voice was ever in his ear; her 
soft, earnest, fearless eyes for ever in 
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his sight What a companion she 
would be, with her bright intelligence, 
her quick sympathy, her artistic taste ! 
and through all this attraction of fancy 
and intelligence ran the electric current 
of strong passion, the intense longing 
to read love in her eyes, to feel the 
clasp of her slender arms, to hold her 
to his hearty and press his lips to 
hers ! 

He had known many fairer women, 
but none before had stirred his deeper, 
better nature like this friendless, obscure 
girl, on whom he involuntarily looked 
with more of reverence than the haugh- 
tiest peeress would have called forth ; and 
come what might, he would not lose 
her for lack of boldness to face the 
possible ills of an unequal match. 
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Wilton did not deceive himself as to 
the seeming insanity of such a mar- 
riage. He knew what Moncrief would 
say ; what the world in which he lived 
would say — for that he cared little ; but 
he looked ahead. 

He knew his means were limited for 
a man in his position; then there were 
good appointments in India and else- 
where for military men with adminis- 
trative capacities and tolerable interest ; 
and with Ella Rivers and plenty of 
work — home and happiness would exist 
anywhere, everywhere 1 Lord St. George ! 
Ay ; there lay a difficulty. 

However, he was certainly a perfectly 
free agent; but it went sorely against 
him to resign the prospect of wealth 
to support the rank which must come 
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to him. Insensibly he had appropriated 
it in his mind since his interview with 
the old peer, and now he wished more 
than ever to secure it for Ella's sake. 
Whatever might be the obscurity of 
her origin, she would give new dignity 
to a coronet, if she would accept 
him. 

It was this *' if" that lay at the root 
of the anxiety with which Wilton drove 
to Brosedale, and struggled to be lively 
and agreeable while the guests assembled, 
for he was unusually early. Who could 
foresee whether that wonderful uncon- 
sciousness which characterised Miss 
Rivers' manner might not be the result 
of a preoccupied heart ? 

At the idea of a rival — a successful 
rival — Wilton felt murderous, while smil- 
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ing and complimenting Miss Saville as 
they stood together in the music- 
room, where the first arrivals were re- 
ceived. 

"I thought St. George had left some 
time ago/' he said, observing that gentle- 
man approach. 

"He returned for the ball," replied 
Miss Saville, who was looking very 
handsome in a superb toilette. " He 
dances divinely. We could not have 
got on without him." 

"Dancing is a diplomatic accomplish- 
ment," said Wilton gravely. " I am 
told there used to be a competition 
ballet once a year at Whitehall, for 
which leave was granted at remote mis- 
sions; but the advantages possessed by 
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the Paris and Vienna attaches over those 
in Vancouver's Land and the Cannibal 
Islands were so unfair that it has been 
discontinued ; besides, old H — is op- 
posed to the graces." 

This speech permitted St. George 
to come up, and he immediately en- 
gaged the beautiful Helen for the first 
waltz. 

" I think we may as well begin, 
Helen," said Lady Fergusson ; " we can 
make up two or three quadrilles. " Come, 
Lord Ogilvie" — this to a fledgeling lord, 
who had been caught for the occa- 
sion — " take Miss Saville to the ball- 
room." 

" Where is your youngest daughter. 
Lady Fergusson?'' asked Colonel Wilton. 
" I suppose on such an occasion she 
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is permitted to share the pomps and 
vanities. Eh ?" 

" Oh, Isabel ! She has already gone 
into the ball-room with Miss Walker ; 
but I cannot permit you to throw 
yourself away on a school girl. Let 
me introduce you to" 

" My dear Lady Fergusson, you must 
permit me the liberty of choice. Isabel or 
nothing," he interrupted. 

" Very well," said Lady Fergusson, 
with a slight, but pleased smile. 

Colonel Wilton offered his arm, and 
they proceeded to the ball-room. 

It was the largest of two large 
drawing-rooms, only separated by hand- 
some columns. Cleared of furniture and 
profusely decorated with flowers, it was 
spacious and attractive enough to satisfy 
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the wildest Friarshire imagination, nor 
was it beneath the approval of the ex- 
perienced West-enders staying in the 
house. 

At one end it opened on a large 
fragrant conservatory ; here the band 
was stationed ; at the further end of 
the second drawing-room was an apart- 
ment devoted to refreshments, and again 
communicating with the conservatory by 
a glass-covered passage lined with tropical 
shrubs, lighted by soft, ground -glass 
lamps, and warmed to a delicious tem- 
perature. 

When Wilton entered the ball-room 
the first sets of quadrilles were being 
formed. He soon perceived Isabel stand- 
ing beside her stepfather, and Miss 
Walker, in festive attire, conversing with 
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a learned-looking old gentleman in spec- 
tacles at a little distance. 

Wilton's heart failed him. Where 
was Ella Rivers? Had Donald insisted 
on keeping her a prisoner lest she 
might enjoy a pleasure he could not 
share ? 

However, he asked the delighted 
school girl to dance with a suitable air 
of enjoyment, and before the third figure 
began had extracted the following informa- 
tion. 

"Donald has been frightfully cross 
all day ; he always is when we have 
a ball ; and he has kept Miss Rivers 
so late ! But I think she is ready 
now; she was to wait in the conser- 
vatory till Miss Walker went for 
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her, as she could not very well come in 
alone." 

After which communication Miss 
Isabel Saville found her partner slightly 
absent, and given rather to spasmodic 
spurts of conversation than to continuous 
agreeability. 

In truth, the quadrille seemed very 
long. He watched Miss Walker care- 
fully; she was still alone, and — if such 
a phrase could be applied to any- 
thing so rigid — fluttering amiably 
from one dowager to another among 
the smaller gentry invited once a 
year. 

"Now, Colonel Wilton," said Lady 
Fergusson when the quadrille was 
over, "I will introduce you to a 
charming partner — an heiress, a belle — " 
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" Do not think of it," he interrupted. 
" I have almost forgotten how to 
dance ; you had better keep me as a 
reserve fund for the partnerless and 
forlorn." 

Wilton stepped back to make way for 
some new arrivals, still, no sign of 
Ella. Miss Walker was in deep conver- 
sation with a stout lady in maroon satin 
and black lace ; she had evidently 
forgotten her promise; so, slipping 
through the rapidly increasing crowd, 
Wilton executed a bold and skilful flank 
movement. 

Passing behind the prettily ornamented 
stand occupied by the musicians, just as 
they struck up a delicious waltz, he 
plunged into the dimly-lighted recesses 
of the conservatory in search of the 
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missing girl. She was not there, so he 
dared to penetrate into the passage before 
mentioned, from which one or two doors 
led ; one of them was open, letting 
in a brilliant light from the room behind, 
and just upon the threshold stood Ella 
Rivers, with an expectant look in her 
eyes. 

Wilton paused in his approach, so 
impressed was he by her air of distinction. 
The delicate white of her neck and arms 
showed through her dress of black gauze ; 
her dark brown, glossy hair braided 
back into wide, plaited loops behind 
her small shell-like ear, and brought 
round the head in a sort of crown, 
against which lay her only ornament, 
a white camelia with its dark green 
leaves. 
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As she stood thus, still and composed, 
waiting patiently and looking so purely, 
softly, colourless and fair — the quiet 
grace of her figure, the dusk transparency 
of her drapery, associated her in Wilton's 
fancy with the tender beauty of moon- 
light ; but, as the thought passed through 
his brain, he stepped forward and accosted 
her. 

" I have come to claim the waltz you 
promised me. Miss Rivers." 

She started, and coloured slightly. 

" Yes," she replied, " I am ready, as 
you have remembered. I am waiting 
for Miss Walker, who promised to come 
for me." 

" She is engaged with some people in 
the ball-room, so I ventured to come in 
her place." 
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He bowed, and offered his arm 
as he spoke with the utmost defer- 
ence; and Miss Rivers, with one 
quick, surprised glance, took it in 
silence. 

"You remembered your promise to 
me?" asked Wilton, as they passed 
through the conservatory. 

"Scarcely," she replied, with a slight 
smile. " I did not think of it till you 
spoke." 

" And had I been a little later I should 
have found you waltzing with some more 
fortunate fellow ?" 

" Yes, very likely, had any one else 
asked me. You see," apologetically, 
" I am very fond of dancing, and I 
know so few — or rather I know no 
one— so had you not come, and I had 
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waited for you, I might never have danced 
at all." 

"But you knew I would come," 
exclaimed Wilton, eagerly. 

Miss Rivers shook her head, 
raising her eyes to his with the 
first approach to anything like 
coquetry he had ever noticed in her, 
though playfulness would be the truer 
description. 

"You knew I would come," he 
repeated. 

" Indeed I did not." 

These words brought them to the 
ball-room, and as they stepped out into 
the light and fragrance of the bright, 
well-filled, decorated room, Wilton's 
companion uttered a low exclamation of 
delight. 
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"How beautiful! how charming — and 
the music ! Come, let us dance ! we are 
losing time. Oh! how long it is since 
I danced ! How glad I am you came for 
me!" 

Wilton tried to look into her eyes, 
to catch their expression when she uttered 
these words, but in vain — they were 
wandering with animated delight over 
the gay scene and whirling figures, while 
her hand, half unconsciously, was stretched 
up to his shoulder. The next moment 
they were floating away to the 
strains of one of Strauss's dreamy 
waltzes. 

" And where did you last dance ?" 
asked Wilton, as they paused for 
breath. 

"Oh! at M , under the great 
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chestnut trees. There was an Austrian 
band there ; and, although such tyrants, 
they make excellent music, the Austrians. 
It was so lovely and fresh that 
evening." 

"And who were your partners — 
Austrian or Italian ?" 

"Neither; I only danced with Diego 
— dear, good Diego. Do not speak of 
it ! I want to forget now. I want to 
enjoy this one evening — just this 



one." 



There was wonderful pathos in 
her voice and eyes ; but Wilton only 
said, 

" Then if you are rested, we will go 
on again." 

He could not trust himself to say 
moire at that moment. 
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When the dance was ended, Wilton, 
anxious to avoid drawing any notice 
upon his partner, led her at once to 
Miss Walker, and considerably astonished 
that lady by asking her for the next 
quadrille. 

For several succeeding dances he pur- 
posely avoided Ella, while he distributed 
his attentions with judicious impartiality ; 
although he managed to see that she 
danced more than once, but never 
with St. George, who seemed to avoid 
her. 

At last, the move to supper was made, 
and, at the same time, a gay gallop was 
played, to employ the younger guests 
and keep them from crowding upon 
their elders while in the sacred occupation 
of eating. 
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Seeing the daughters of the house 
deeply engaged, Wilton indulged himself 
in another dance with Ella. When they 
ceased, the room was well nigh 
cleared. 

"Now, tell me," said Wilton — his 
heart beating fast, for he was resolved 
not to part with his companion until 
he had told her the passionate love which 
she had inspired — till he had won her 
to some avowal, or promise, or explana- 
tion — "tell me, have you had nothing 
all this time ? No ice, or wine, 
or — 

" Yes — an ice ; it was very good." 

" And you would like another ? Come, 
we are more likely to find it in the 
refreshment-room than at supper, and 
be less crowded too ; unless your mind 
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is fixed on game pie and cham- 
pagne ?" 

While he forced himself to speak 
lightly, he scarce heard his own spoken 
words, for listening to the burning 
sentences forming themselves in his brain, 
and for planning how to find some 
blessed opportunity of being alone with 
the fair girl, whose hand, as it rested 
on his arm, he could not help pressing 
to his side. 

"No, no," she exclaimed, smiling, 
"I do not care for game-pie; but I 
should like an ice." 

"Then we will make for the refresh- 
ment-room." 

It was nearly empty, but not quite ; 
one or two couples and a few waiters 
rendered it anything but a desirable 
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solitude. However, Wilton composed 
himself as best he could to watch Ella 
eat her ice, while he solaced himself with 
a tumbler of champagne. 

"Who have you been dancing with ?" 
he asked, trying to make her speak and 
look at him. 

" I do not know. One gentleman was 
introduced to me by Isabel ; the other 
introduced himself. I liked him the 
best, although he is a soldier" — a laugh- 
ing glance at Wilton — " and he says he 
knows you." 

** Oh ! young Langley of the 1 5 th, I 
suppose ?" 

" He dances very badly — much worse 
than you do." 

" That is a very disheartening speech. 
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I thought I rather distinguished myself 
this evening; but I suppose your friend 
Diego could distance me consider- 
ably." 

"You mean he danced better?" — 
pausing, with a spoonful of ice half way 
to her lips.' "Well, yes; you really 
dance very well ; I enjoyed my dance 
with you ; but Diego ! his dancing was 
superb !" 

"Was he not rather old for such 
capering ?" 

"Old! Ah, no. Diego never was, 
never will be, old ! Poor fellow ! You 
would like Diego, if you knew 
him." 

*'You think so?" — very doubtfully — 
" however, we were not to talk about 
him. Let me take away your plate. 
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And have you managed to enjoy your 
evening ?" 

**Well, no" — looking up to him with 
wistful eyes — "that is the truth. It is 
so terribly strange and lonely, I was 
thinking of stealing away when you 
asked me for that gallop." 

"Let us go and see Donald," ex- 
claimed Wilton, abruptly rising. " His 
room opens on the other side of the 
conservatory, does it not ?" 

" But he is not there ; he is gone to 
bed ?" 

" Had he gone when you came 
away ?" 

" No ; but he was quite worn out 
with his own crossness, and is, I hope, 
fast asleep by this time." 

F 2 
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" Well, I am under the impression that 
he is still up." 

"Did any one tell you? How very 
wrong. He ought to be in bed. I shall 
go and see." 

" Yes ; you had better. It is half- 
past twelve ! Let me go with you ; I 
may be of some use." 

" Come, then," said she, frankly ; and 
Wilton followed her, feeling that he was 
about to reap the reward of the self- 
control by which he had won back her 
confidence, which he feared his unguarded 
glance had shaken when they had last 
met 

Ella Rivers walked quickly down 
the passage leading to the conservatory, 
now quite deserted, the band having 
gone to refresh, and crossed to a glass 
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door, through which light still shone. 

"I do believe he is up. The lamp 
is still burning." 

She opened it and stepped in. Wilton 
followed, dexterously dropping the cur- 
tain as he passed through. 

"No; he is gone," said Ella, looking 
round. " I am so glad !" 

" So am I !" exclaimed Wilton, most 
sincerely. 

" How quiet and comfortable the room 
looks," continued his companion, draw- 
ing off her gloves. " I shall not return 
to the ball ; it is no place for me ; so 
good-night, Colonel Wilton." 

"Not yet," he exclaimed, in a low, 
earnest tone. " Hear me first — I cannot 
help speaking abruptly — I dare not lose 
so precious an opportunity." 
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He approached her as he spoke. She 
was standing by a large writing-table 
near the fireplace, where the last embers 
were dying out ; she had just laid down 
her gloves, and, resting one hand upon 
the table, looked up with a wondering, 
startled expression. Her total uncon- 
sciousness of what was coming struck 
Wilton dumb for a moment ; but he was 
naturally resolute, and had the advan- 
tage of having thoroughly made up his 
mind. 

"Although I have done my best to 
mask my feelings," he resumed, speaking 
rapidly, but with unmistakable emotion, 
" fearing to frighten you from the friendly 
confidence you have hitherto shown me, 
I cannot hide or suppress them any 
longer — I must tell you 1 love you ! 
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I must ask if there is a chance 
for me with you? I know it is auda- 
cious to address you thus when I have 
had so few opportunities of making 
myself known to you; but the great 
difficulty of seeing you, your peculiar 
position, the terrible uncertainty " 

"Oh! hush, hush!" interrupted Ella, 
who had turned very pale, covering her 
eyes with one hand and stretching out 
the other as if to ward off a danger; 
'* do not speak like that ! Have I 
lost my only friend? I did not dream 
of this — at least I only once feared it, 
I " 

"Feared," interrupted Wilton in his 
turn. "Why, am I lost? Are you 
pledged to some other man that you 
shrink from me ? Speak, Ella ! If it is 
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SO, why I must not force myself 
upon you. Speak to me! look at 
me!" 

And, in his intense anxiety to ascertain 
the truth, he drew her hand from her 
face and held it locked in both of 
his. 

" I pledged to any one ! no indeed " 
— raising her eyes, by a sort of deter- 
mined effort, gravely, earnestly to his 
— "I never thought of such a thing — 
no one ever thought of such a thing!" 
she returned, trying to draw away her 
hand. 

"Then am I utterly unacceptable to 
you ? You cannot form an idea of 
the intense love you have created, or 
you would not speak so coldly ! Ella, 
there is no one to care for you as I 
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do — no one to consult — no one to keep 
you back from me ! If you do not care 
for me now, tell me how I can win 
you! do not turn away from me! 
I have much to explain — much to tell 
you — and I dare not detain you now 
lest we might be interrupted, but come 
to-morrow across the brae! I will be 
there every afternoon by the cairn until 
you can manage to come, if you will 
only promise. For God's sake do not 
refuse to hear me !" 

He bent over her, longing, yet 
not daring, to draw her to him. 

"Let my hand go," said Ella, in a 
low voice, and trembling very much. 
Wilton instantly released it. "Go to 
meet you! no, I must not — I will not." 
She stopped, and, pressing her hand 
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against her heart, went on hurriedly 
— *' I can hear no more ; I will 
go away now ! Ah ! how sorry I 
am !" 

She moved towards a door open- 
ing into the house, but Wilton inter- 
cepted her. 

"You misunderstand me, though I 
cannot see why; but will you at least 
promise to read what I write? Promise 
this, and I will not intrude upon you any 
longer." 

"I will," she replied faintly. Wilton 
bowed and stepped back ; the next instant 
he was alone. 



CHAPTER IV. 



ALONE, and most uncomfortable. 
He had in some mysterious 
manner offended her. He could under- 
stand her being a little startled, but — 
here one of those sudden intuitions which 
come like a flash of summer lightning, 
revealing objects shrouded in the dark of 
a sultry night, darted across his misty 
conjectures — he had not mentioned the 
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words " wife " or " marriage." Could 
she imagine that he was only trifling 
with her— or worse ? 

The blood mounted to his cheek as 
the thought struck him ; and yet, painful 
as the idea was, it suggested hope. Her 
evident grief, her visible shrinking from 
the word " love," did not look like 
absolute indifference* She did not like 
to lose him as a friend, and she feared 
a possible loss of respect in his adopting 
the character of her lover. Then she 
had been so deeply impressed by the caste 
prejudices of the people around her, to 
say nothing of the possible impertinences 
of Mr* St George Wilton, that it was 
not improbable she had cruelly misinter- 
preted his avowml* 

These reflections gave him the keenest 
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pain, the most ardent longing to fly to 
Ella to pour out assurances of the 
deepest, the warmest esteem, but that 
was impossible for the present; he had 
nothing for it but to hook up the 
curtain again, and return to the ball- 
room, planning a letter to Ella, which 
should leave no shadow of doubt as 
to the sincerity and purity of his affection 
for her. 

But the sound of the music, the 
sight of the dancers, the effort to seem 
as if nothing had happened, was too 
much for his self-control, and, excusing 
himself to his hostess, he was soon 
driving home, thankful to be out in 
the cold, fresh night air, which seemed 
to quiet his pulses and clear his 
thoughts. 
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Cost him what it might, he would 
never give Ella up, unless she positively 
refused him, and of that he would not 
think. The slight and unsatisfactory 
taste of open love making which he 
had snatched, only served to increase 
the hunger for more. The indescribable, 
shrinking, despairing tone and gesture 
with which Ella cried, " Then I have 
lost you for my friend/' was vividly 
present with him, and before he slept 
that night, or rather morning, he 
poured forth on paper all of his 
love, his aspirations, that could be 
written. 

He did not, as letter-writing heroes 
generally do, sacrifice a hecatomb of 
note-paper. He bnew what he wanted, 
and said it in good, terse, downright 
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English, stamped with so much earnest- 
ness and honesty, that it would have 
been a cold heart, much colder than 
Ella Rivers' that could have read it 
unmoved. 

Then, like a sensible man — for in 
spite of the strong love fit upon him, 
and the rather insane line of conduct 
he had chosen to adopt, Wilton was a 
sensible fellow — he set himself to wait 
patiently till the following day, which 
might bring him a reply or, possibly, 
a meeting with Ella herself, which he 
had most urgently entreated. 

That she would either write or come 
he felt sure, and so to while away 
the time, he kept a half-made appoint- 
ment with some of his military friends, 
and enjoyed a sharp run over a 
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stifF country with the D shire 

hounds, and dined with the mess 
afterwards. 

He was, however, less composed next 
day when no letter reached him from 
Ella, and no Ella appeared at the tryst. 
The next day was stormy, with heavy 
showers, and the next was frosty — still 
no letter ; still no Ella — and Wilton 
began to fret, and champ the bit of 
imperious circumstance with suppressed 
fury. If to-morrow brought no better 
luck he would endure it no longer, 
but make a bold inroad upon the 
fortress wherein his love — his proud» 
delicate darling — was held in durance 
vile. 

The weather was still bright and 
clear. A light frost lay crisp and 
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sparkling on the short herbage an^ 
tufts of broom; the air was so still, 
that the rush of the river, as it chafed 
against the big black stones opposing 
its progress, could be heard at a con- 
«derable distance past the cairn, where 
a path very little frequented, branched 
off to a remote hamlet over the 
"wooded hill behind Glenraven. The 
Jow-lying country towards Monks- 
^:leugh lay mapped out in the rarefied 
wr, which diminished distance, and 
^ave wondrous distinctness to all, out- 
lines. 

A delicious winter's day; all sounds 

mellowed to a sort of metallic music 

by the peculiar state of the atmosphere. 

But Wilton was in no mood to enjoy 

the beauties of nature. He was feverish 
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with impatience, as he walked to and 
fro, behind the friendly shelter of the 
cairn, . and noticed, in the odd, mechani- 
cal way with which the mind at certain 
crises seems excited into a species of 
double action, and while absorbed by 
the great motive, can yet take in 
and imprint indelibly upon its tablets, 
all the minute details of surround- 
ing objects. 

He saw the picturesque roughness of 
a prostrate tree; he watched the shadow 
of the cairn stealing gradually further 
eastward; he noticed a little robin 
perching on a twig, that seemed to look 
at him without apprehension ; he gazed 
at a couple of ragged, miserable goats, 
who were feeding at a little distance, 
occasionally lifting up their heads to 



RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. 8^ 

bleat at each other. Years after he 
could have described the position 
of these objects, though at the 
moment he was scarce conscious of 
them. 

"Ten minutes to three! If she is 
not here in ten minutes, I will walk 
on to Brosedale and find out why," 
he muttered to himself, as he 
walked away once more towards the 
hill. 

When he turned, he saw a slight 
figure, wrapped in a dark green plaid, 
standing beside the tree, in the place 
he had just quitted. Then — impatience, 
and doubt, and anger all swept away 
in a flood of delight — he sprang to 
meet her. 

At last ! I thought you would never 
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sweet, pale face. "Have you read my 
letter ?" 

" Yes ; many times. It has infinitely 
astonished me." 

« Why ?" 

" That you should ask so great a 
stranger to share your life — your name. 
To be with you always — till death. Is 
it not unwise, hasty ?" 

" Many — most people would say so, 
who were not in love. I cannot reason 
or argue about it. I only know 
that I cannot face the idea of life 
without you. Nor shall anything turn 
me from my determination to win 
you, except your own distinct rejec- 
tion." 

" Is it possible you feel all this — and 
for me?" exclaimed Ella, stepping back 
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and raising her great, deep, blue, won- 
dering eyes to his. 

** I loved you from the hour we 
first met," said Wilton, passionately. 
" For God's sake ! do not speak so 
coldly. Are you utterly indifferent to 
me? or have you met some one you 
can love better?" 

"Neither," she replied, still looking 
earnestly at him. "I never loved any 
one. I have often thought of loving, 
and feared it ! it is so solemn. But how 
could I love you? I have always liked 
to meet you and speak to you, still I 
scarcely know you ; and though to me 
such things are folly, I know that to 
you and to your class there seems a 
great gulf fixed between us — a gulf I 
never dreamed you would span." 
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**I do not care what the. gulf — what 
the obstacle," cried Wilton, again pos- 
sessing himself of her hand ; " I only 
know that no woman was ever before 
necessary to my existence; high or low, 
you are my queen ! Do not think I 
should have dared to express my feel- 
ings so soon, but for the enormous 
difficulty of seeing you — of meeting you. 
Then I feared that you might drift 
away from me. I am not wanting in 
pluck ; but, by Heaven ! I never was 
in such a fright in my life as the 
other night when I began to speak to 
you.'' 

A sweet smile stole round Ella's 
lips and sparkled in her eyes as he 
spoke. 

** Ah ! you are not going to be in- 
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cxorable,** he continued^ watching with 
delight this favourable system ; " if 
you are heart-whole I do not quite 
despair/* 

** Colonel Wilton," she replied, again 
drawing away her hand, " take care 
you arc not acting on a mere im- 
pulse." 

" You speak as if I were a thought- 
less, inexperienced boy," he interrupted, 
impatiently. " You forget that I was 
almost a man when you were born; 
and as to reflecting, I have never 
ceased reflecting since I met you. Be- 
lieve me, 1 have thought of everything 
possible and impossible, and the result 
is you must be my wife, unless you have 
some insuperable objection." 

" Oh, let me speak to you," she 
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exclaimed, clasping her hands implor- 
ingly ; '^ speak out all my mind, and 
do not be oflFended, or misinterpret 



me." 



" I will listen to every syllable, and 
stand any amount of lecturing you 
choose to bestow; but let us walk on 
towards the hill; you will take cold 
standing here." 

They moved on accordingly, Ella 
speaking with great, though controlled, 
animation — sometimes stopping to en- 
force her words with slight, eloquent 
gestures. Wilton's heart in his eyes, 
listening with his whole soul, slowly 
and meditatively pulling out his long 
moustaches. 

" Nature to nature," continued Ella, 
" I know I am not unworthy of you. 
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even if you are all you seem. But are 
you quite sure you will always see as 
clearly through the outside of things 
as you do now? Ah, I have heard 
and read such sad, terrible stories of 
change, and vain regret for what was 
irremediable, that I tremble at the 
thought of what you might bring upon 
us both. 

" Mind to mind, heart to hear^ we 
are equals; but the accidents of our 
condition — just look at the difference 
between them. I am the veriest thistle 
down of insignificance. I scarce know 
who I am myself; and might not the 
day come when you will regret having 
sacrificed your future to a fancy, a 
whim.^ You might be too generous 
to say so, but do you think I should 
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not know it? If I married you I 
would love you, and if I loved you 
there would not be a shadow on your 
heart, nor a variation in your mood 
that I should not divine. Do not 
ask me to love you ! I fear it ! I am 
quiet now; my life is not very sunny, 
but it is free from absolute pain. Be 



wise." 



" I am wise," interrupted Wilton ; 
" most wise in my resolution to let 
nothing turn me from my purpose ; 
and Ella — for I must speak to you as 
I think of you — do not suppose I am 
ofFering you a very brilliant lot when 
I implore you to be my wife. I am 
but indifferently ofF as a simple gen- 
tleman, and will be positively poor 
when I have higher rank. Still, if you 
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will trust mc — if you will love me — 
life may be very delicious. All that 
you have said only makes me more 
eager to call you my own. I am not 
afraid of changing. I have always been 
true to my friends — why not to my 
love ? It is true that you must take 
me somewhat on my own recommenda- 
tion ; but is there no instinctive feeling 
in your heart that recognises the sin- 
cerity of mine? I have listened to all 
you have said, and simply repeat — 
Will you be my wife, if you are free 
to be so ?" 

" I will answer frankly, yes. Oh, 
stay, stay! If after six months' absence 
you return and repeat the question — " 

" Six months' absence ! You arc 
not speaking seriously ! Do you think 
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I should consent to such banish- 
ment ?" 

" You must. Colonel Wilton, both 
for your own sake and mine. I must 
be sure that the feelings you think so 
deep will stand some test; you ought 
to prove your real need of me by 
absence, by steeping yourself in the 
society of your own class — the women 
of your own class. I have a right to 
ask this." 

" By heaven!" cried Wilton, " you 
are utterly cold and indifFerent, or you 
would not put me to so cruel a 
proof." 

Ella was silent, and tears stood in her 
eyes, while Wilton went on. 

" Think of six months ! six months 
swept clean off the few years of youth 
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and love and happiness we have before 
us ! It is reckless waste ! Hear me in 
turn ; give up this purgatory ! Go 
back to your friendly landlady. I will 
meet you in London; in three or four 
weeks at the farthest we shall be man 
and wife. I have more than three 
months' leave unexpired; we will go 
away to Italy, or the south of France, 
Ella! I feel half-mad at the idea of 
such a heaven. Why do you not feel 
as I do?" 

** No, I must not, I will not," said 
she, turning very pale, and trembling 
excessively, but letting him hold her 
hand in both his. ^' I must insist upon 
your submitting to the test of absence, 
in justice to me." 

In vain Wilton implored and almost 
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raged; she was evidently much shaken 
and disturbed, but still immovable. 
The utmost Wilton could win was the 
shortening his time of probation to 
three months, during which time he 
was not to write nor expect her to 
write. If, at the expiration of that 
period, he claimed her, she would be 
his. If he changed, he was simply to 
let the tryst go by unnoticed. 

The settlement of these preliminaries 
brought them very near the entrance 
of the Brosedale plantations, whither 
Ella had resolutely bent her steps. Find- 
ing his eloquence of no avail, Wilton 
was rather moodily silent. 

" You are angry ; you think me 
unkind," said Ella softly; " but how- 
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ever you decide, you will yet thank 



me. 



" You do not feel as I do/* 

** Perhaps not ; yet do not think that 
it costs me nothing to say good-bye. 
You always cheered me. I used to 
look for you when I came out to walk, 
and when you used to come and see 
Donald I always felt less alone." 

" If you feel all this, why do you 
banish me ?" 

^* Because it is wisest and kindest ; 
and now good-bye. Yes ; do go ! I 
want to be back in time to grow 
composed and quiet before Donald re- 



turns." 



cc 



Dearest, you look awfully pale. I 
ought not to keep you ; and yet I cannot 
part with you." 
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He drew her to him most tenderly, 
irresistibly impelled to breathe his adieu on 
her lips. 

"No, no/' she exclaimed, drawing 
back. " I dare not kiss you ! a kiss to 
me would be a marriage bond; do not 
ask it ; do not hold me." 

He felt how she trembled, and he 
released her. 

" One day, Ella, you will perhaps 
know how much I must love 
to obey you. So it must be good- 
bye ?" 

"Yes; and remember you leave 
me perfectly free. I say it with 
no arrogance or want of feeling ; but if 
you do not return, I shall not break 
my heart. I shall rather rejoice 
that we have escaped a great mistake — 
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a terrible sorrow — but if you do come 

back " A soft blush stole over 

her cheek — a bright smile. 

Wilton gazed at her, waiting eagerly 
for the next words, but they did not 
come. 

" Whatever happens," she resumed, 
" I shall always remember with pleasure, 
with respect, that for once you rose 
above the conventional gentleman into a 
natural, true man." 

She gave him her hand for a moment, 
then, drawing it away from his passionate 
kisses, disappeared in the fast-increas- 
ing gloom of evening among the planta- 
tions. 



CHAPTER V. 



A BRIGHT, blustering March 
morning was shining, with a 
cold glitter over the square of the well- 
known B Barracks, in that pleasant, 

racketty capital, Dublin, nearly three 
months after the interview last re- 
corded. 

Parade had just been dismissed, and 
the officers of the 2nd battalion — th 

H 2 
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Rifles had dispersed to their various 
occupations or engagements, with the 
exception of a small group which gathered 
round an attractive fire in the mess-room, 
and discussed the military and club gossip 
of the hour. 

" Shall you stay for the — th Dragoons' 
ball, on Thursday, Wilton?" said one 
of the younger men to our friend, 
who was reading a London paper, 
and dressed in mufti, evidently a 
guest. 

" And for St. Paddy's on the 
17th?" asked the Colonel. "It's 
a dazzling scene, and no end of 
fun." 

" I promised to dine with the mess of 
the — th Dragoons to-night," returned 
Wilton ; " and I think I should like 
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to see their ball; but I must be in 
Scotland before the 17th, so will fore- 
go the humours of St. Patrick's. I 
see. Colonel, my battalion was not to 
embark until the 25th of February. 
They cannot reach England for another 
month. I have a great mind to ex- 
change into the regiment that is gone 
out to relieve them. I do not 
like soldiering in England — there 
is always work to be done in 
India," 

The Colonel elevated his brows. 

" My dear fellow ! you are desperately 
energetic. I should have thought that, 
with your prospects, you had done 
enough work." 

"My prospects have nothing to do 
with it. I suppose there would be no 
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difficulty in the matter?" continued 
Wilton, reflectively, more to himself than 
to his listener. 

" Difficulty ! none, whatever. The 
fighting is over, so no one will be afraid 
to stay at home ; and I fancy there is a 
very uncomfortable transition state before 
the Anglo-Indian world." 

"I shall ask for extension of 
leave; I don't fancy joining the 
dep6t." 

"How long is Moncrief to be 
away ?" 

" He has three weeks' leave- — urgent 
private aflFairs. I am sure to see him 
in town, though I shall only pass 
through," remarked Wilton, and relapsed 
into silence, scarcely hearing the argu- 
ments of his companion, who proved to 



RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. 103 

demonstration that Wilton would be a 
fool to make any exchange, except, 
indeed, he could get a chance of 
returning to his old friends of the 2nd 
battalion. 

Ralph Wilton was looking thinner 
and graver than formerly, and there 
was an expression of anxiety and irritation 
in his keen, bold eyes. While the 
Colonel argued, an orderly approached 
with letters, which his officer took, and, 
glancing at the addresses, handed two 
or three to Wilton. 

" This is from Moncrief," said he, 
opening an envelope directed in a 
remarkably stiff, legible hand — " for- 
warded from Athgarvan. He is annoyed 
at missing me, and " 

Here he stopped, and read on, with 
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knit brows and fixed attention — then 
let the hand, which held the letter, drop, 
and stood wrapped in thought. 

" No bad news ?" asked the 
Colonel. 

" Yes — no," he returned, absently. 
" My dear Colonel ! I must leave you 
to-day. I must go up to town by this 
evening's mail." 

" This is very sudden. Can't you 
manage a day or two more ? Why you 
have only been three weeks with 



us." 



A few words from Wilton convinced 
his friend and host that, although in- 
disposed to give a reason for his 
sudden move, its necessity was im- 
perative. 

The passage in Major Moncriefs 
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letter, which had moved Wilton, was as 
follows : — 



"Town is very full ; the club brim- 
ming over ; dinners going a-begging — 
and talking of dinners, I met our 
Monkscleugh acquaintance. Lady Fer- 
gusson, in Regent Street, yesterday. 
She was in deep mourning ; it seems 
that unfortunate son and heir died about 
a month ago. Sir Peter is in great 
grief; the establishment at Brosedale 
broken up» and the whole family en 
route for Germany. I wonder what has 
become of the pretty lassie you picked 
up in the snow ! I was always afraid 
of your getting into some mess with 
her ; but you have more sense than I 
gave you credit for." 
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The Brosedale establishment broken 
up ! and not a line — not a word — from 
Ella. 

Where had she gone ? Did she wish 
to avoid him ? In four days more 
the three months' absence prescribed 
by Ella would have expired, and now 
he was thrown off the scent. 

Had she sought and found any 
new employment ? If in her heart 
she distrusted his constancy as much as 
he professed, she might have done 
so; or had she returned to that 
London landlady, whom she had de- 
scribed on the memorable occasion of 
the snowstorm. Hold ! he had noted 
the address somewhere. 

This led to a vehement search among 
his papers and memoranda ; but in 
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vain. Then he sat down and thought 
intensely. Kershaw ? — yes, that was the 
name of the woman ; and Gothic Villa, 
the name of the house at Kensington ; 
but the street, that he could not 
recal ; nevertheless, he would not leave 
a corner of the " old court suburb " 
unexplored. 

With this resolution he started on 
his journey — the mere movement raised 
his spirits and invigorated him ; any- 
thing was better than the silence 
and endurance of the last three 
months. 

He had parted with Ella Rivers in 
a mood curiously compounded of love, 
anger, slightly mortified ' vanity, but 
deep admiration. He felt that she had 
a right to demand some test of a 
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passion so sudden ; and without words, 
her grave candour had impressed upon 
him the conviction that in asking her 
to share his life, he asked quite as 
much as he offered — a conviction not 
always clear to men, even when in 
love. 

Then the respect which her self- 
control, her noble simplicity imposed 
upon him, deepened and elevated the 
character of his afiection. Above all, 
she was still to be won. She had 
allowed him to hope ; but he dared not 
flatter himself that she loved him — 
and how wonderfully he yearned for 
her love ; he was astonished at it him- 
self. All life seemed empty and colour- 
less without her. 

About three weeks after he had left 
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Glenraven he had written to let her 
know that he had accepted an invitation 
to Ireland, where he had intended to 
make some stay and visit his former 
brother officers, seizing gladly the ex- 
cuse affi3rded by this change of locality ; 
but he had quickly received the following 
reply : — 

" You must faithfully keep the pro- 
mise you have given. Do not, in any 
way, seek me for three or four months 
•r— meantime, I am well, and not un- 
happy. Whether we meet again or not, 
I shall ever think of- you kindly. May 
the good God guide us to what is 
happiest and best for both. 

" Always your friend, 

" Ella Rivers." 
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The smal], straight, clear writing was 
kissed again and again, even while he 
chafed against her firmness. This touch 
of the true magnet had drawn all the 
atoms of romance, of nobility, of per- 
ception of spiritual and intellectual life, 
which lay scattered, not sparingly, among 
the coarser material of the man, into 
symmetrical circles converging to one 
centre. He was softened and strength- 
ened. 

He resolved to obey Ella to the letter ; 
and his brother officers noticed that 
Wilton was much more ready for balls, 
and dinners, and luncheon parties than 
formerly ; for his character had been 
rather that of a "reserved, quiet fellow, 
with a devil of a temper when roused." 

# 

He was, nevertheless, a favourite, as 



RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. iii 

straigh'tforward, plucky men, who never 
" shirk their fences" in any sense, 
generally are. The neighbourhoocj, too, 
where Wilton's visit was made, was 
unusually wealthy and aristocratic for 
Ireland, so that he had ample oppor- 
tunities for "steeping" himself in 
the society of people of his own 
class. 

The result, however, was that the 
impression he had received sank deeper 
and more abidingly as time went on. 
And now, when this fresh diffi- 
culty arose, he sprang forward upon 
the search with all the eagerness 
of a sleuth-hound suddenly released from 
his chain. 



CHAPTER VI. 



IT was in the dim grey of a cold, 
drizzling morning, that Wilton 
reached Morley's Hotel. After a bath 
and breakfast, he sallied forth in search of 
Moncrief. 

During his long night journey he had 
taken counsel with himself as to how he 
should proceed. He would learn Lady 
Fergusson's present address, and endea- 
vour to ascertain from her what had 
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become of Ella. How he was to 
accomplish this without rousing her 
ladyship's suspicions, he would leave to 
the inspiration of the moment ; for it was 
no part of his scheme to unmask his 
movements until he could really fix his 
plans. This could not be done till he 
had seen Ella and received a renewal of 
her promise ; or — terrible alternative — 
been rejected and overthrown ! 

Her unaccountable silence was cruel, 
unfeeling, and a clear breach of faith. 
Why had she not written to announce so 
material a change of circumstances ? Had 
any of the pestilent political crew, that 
used to surround her father, started up to 
exercise an evil influence ? The idea fired 
him with indignation. He had so 
delighted in thinking of her as his alone 

VOL. II. I 
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— a hidden jewel, the lustre, and value, 
and beauty of which were for him 
only ! 

Meditating thus, he reached the frugal 
Major's lodgings, as he did not wish at 
present to confront the publicity of a 
club. But his friend had not yet emerged 
from the privacy of his chamber, and 
there was only a dingy back parlour, 
a sort of general waiting-room, into which 
he could be shown. Wilton, therefore, 
wrote hastily on his card, " What is Lady 
Fergusson's address in town?" and sent 
it up to Moncrief ; receiving it back again 
in a few minutes, with this inscription on 
the reverse, " Claridge's ; but I think they 
are gone. Dine with me to-day at the 
club — 7 sharp." 

Leaving word that he could not dine 
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with Major Moncrief, Wilton left the 
house in a state of irritability and 
depression, and bent his steps to 
Claridge's ; early as it was, he might at 
least make inquiries there. A yawning 
porter, who was sweeping the hall, called 
a waiter, who informed him that "Sir 
Peter and Lady Fergusson, the Misses 
Saville and suite," had started for Paris 
the day before. 

" And suite !" echoed Wilton ; " I 
suppose that included the gover- 
ness .?" 

"Yes, Sir; there was a lady as went 
with the youngest young lady in one 
of the hotel broughams; she was the 
governess." 

" Was she a tall, thin lady, with 
spectacles ?" 

I 2 
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"Just SO, Sir." 

" No other lady was with them ?" 

"No, Sir ; none." 

Nothing more to be learned there ! 
He was quite afloat. No clue to the 
girl whom he had hoped would be, 
two days hence, his affianced bride, 
beyond the vague address, " Mrs. 
Kershaw, Gothic Villa, Kensing- 
ton." 

He made his way slowly into 
Piccadilly, and hailed a Hansom. Ken- 
sington must be the scene of his 
research, and the sooner he plunged 
into it the better. 

How to begin, occupied his thoughts 
as he bowled along. Shops, police, and 
postmen, scenred the most likely sources 
of information; failing these, he must 
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manage to communicate with Miss 
Walker, who would certainly know 
Ella's whereabouts. However, he had 
great faith in himself; it was not the 
first time he had to hunt up a faint 
track, though the difficulties were of a 
far different nature. 

" Here we are! Where to now. Sir?" 
cried Cabby, through the hole at the 
top. 

" Oh ! — a — the nearest butcher's," said 
Wilton. 

" Bread and meat, and tea," he re- 
flected, " the humblest landlady must 
require," and, proud of his reasoning 
powers, he dismissed the cab, never 
remembering — probably not knowing — 
the ready-money system which, pay- 
ing the amount and carrying off the 
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article, ^'leaves not a wrack be- 
hind." 

The important and substantial butcher, 
struck by the lordly bearing of his in- 
terrogator, condescended to repeat the 
words " Gothic Villa " in several keys, 
as though the reiteration would evoke 
knowledge, but ended with, 

"Can't say I know any such place. 
Sir. Here, Smith," to a blue-gowned 
assistant, with rolled up sleeves, who 
was adding " one leg more " to an 
artistically-arranged fringe of legs of 
mutton, which adorned the cornice, "do 
you know anything of * Mrs. Kershaw, 
Gothic Villa ? • " 

" Kershaw," replied the man, pausing ; 
"It seems as if I do, and yet I 
don't.' 
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At this maddening reply, Wilton felt 
disposed to collar him, and rouse his 
memory by a sound shaking. 

"The person I want lets lodgings; 
and is, I think, elderly/' 

"No! I don't," repeated the butcher's 
assistant. " I know Gothic 'all." 

" Ay," struck in the master, " and 
Gothic 'ouse, and Gothic Lodge, but no 
willar. I know the place well, Sir, and 
1 don't think there is a Gothic Willar 
in it. P'raps its lodge, not willar, you 
are looking for?" 

" Then who lives at these other 
Gothics ?' 

" Oh ! Mr. Reynolds, the great iron- 
monger, has the 'all ; and the- honour- 
able Mrs. Croker lives at the lodge." 

"Well, neither of these names can 
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pos^bly be converted into Kershaw. I 
am sorry I troubled you." 

« No trouble at aU, Sir." 

Patiently, though anxiously, Wilton 
went from butcher to baker, from baker 
to butterman, from butterman to milk- 
shop, until he suddenly exclaimed at his 
own stupidity, as his eye was caught 
by a conspicuous brass plate bearing 
the inscription, " Mr. Mayers^ Gas In- 
spector." 

" By Jove !" cried Wilton akmd, " that 
is the fellow to know every house in 
the parish. Why did I not think of a 
gas inspector before ?" 

He rang, and a smart young woman 
appeared at the door in a few mo- 
ments. 

In his uncertainty whether he was 
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speaking to the wife or the handmaid 
of Mayers, Wilton politely raised his hat, 
and asked if he could see the master of 
the house. 

"I am very sorry, Sir, he is out, and 
will not be here till tea-time." 

"And when will that be?" asked the 
anxious querist, smiling blandly. 

" Oh, not till half-past five, Sir. 
Could I give any message?" replied 
the lady, much impressed by the grand 
air and chivalrous courtesy of her in- 
terlocutor. 

"I am afraid I must trouble Mr. 
Mayers myself. I shall not detain him 
beyond a moment or two, if he will 
be so good as to see me about half- 
past five ?" 
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" Yes, Sir ; he will be in then, and very 
happy to see you." 

" Perhaps you happen to know where 
Gothic Villa is in this neighbourhood ? 
I am looking for a Mrs. Kershaw, Gothic 
Villa." 

" Kershaw ? Gothic Villa ? No, in- 
deed, I do not. I have very, very 
few acquaintances here; you see 
people are rather mixed in Kensing- 
ton." 

"I will not keep you standing — at 
five-thirty, then," returned Wilton, rais- 
ing his hat, and smiling as he said to 
himself, " Madame, the gas inspectress is 
exclusive. Such caricatures ought to cure 
the follies they travestie." > 

He looked at his watch : " Two 
hours and a half to spare. What 
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should he do? Make any further 
search, or rely on the gas in- 
spector ? Yes ; he would be sure to 
know/' 

So after a moment's thought, he again 
called a Hansom, and rattled back to 
the club, but Major Moncrief was not 
there. Hastily scribbling an invitation 
to breakfast next day, he went on to 
his hotel, to snatch a mouthful of lun- 
cheon or dinner, or both, for he still 
hoped to spend the remainder of the 
evening exchanging vows, explanations — 
perhaps kisses — with Ella Rivers. He 
had by some unreasonable process of 
thought convinced himself that she could 
have taken refuge in no other haven 
than the somewhat unromantic dwelling 
of Mrs. Kershaw. 
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As the half-hour struck, Wilton 
rang again at the gas inspector's 
house. He was received by the 
same lady most graciously, and 
ushered into an oppressively smart 
front parlour, loaded with miscella- 
neous ornaments profusely decorated 
with anti-macassars, and mats, and table- 
covers. 

" Mr. Mayer will be here directly ; 
he has only just come. What a dis- 
agreeable day it has been — drizzle, 
drizzle, drizzle, the whole time; I 
couldn't venture out," simpered Mrs. 
Mayers, who was disposed to improve 
the occasion by a little conversation with 
her " stylish visitor," as she described 
him to her husband. 
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Wilton assented rather absently ; and 
tihen, to his great relief, Mr. Mayers 
came in. After a few words of 
apology, Wilton put the oft-repeated 
question. 

" Kershaw, Gothic Villa ?'* repeated 
Mr. Mayers, meditating. " Yes, of 
course, I know well nigh every house ; 
and it so happened I was at Mrs. 
Kershaw's a week or ten days back. 

Why, it is in H Street, not far 

from Holland Park. You must turn 
right from this, then first to your right, 
and third to the left. Gothic Villa is 
down the end of the street, opposite a 
dead wall.*' 

With many thanks and apologies, 
Wilton bowed himself out, and walked 
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away rapidly, his heart beating high at 
the idea of the meeting so near at 
hand. 





CHAPTER VIL 

GOTHIC VILLA was not a lively 
residence; and, what was worse, 
it seemed untidy. The box borders 
looked as if lately trodden down in 
patches ; the bell was broken, and the 
gate hung awry, refusing, after the 
fashion of crooked things, to do one 
thing or the other — to open wide or 
shut close. 
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Wilton felt unutterably shocked at the 
melancholy, sordid aspect of the place. 
The bell being broken, he felt at a loss 
how to summon the garrison, but while 
he hesitated, two little girls, in short 
frocks, dingy stockings, and battered 
hats, came up bowling their hoops, 
and began rattling their sticks noisily 
against the railings, whereupon the front 
door was flung suddenly wide open, and 
a grimy servant began to shout some 
objurgation to the juveniles. 

" Pray, does Mrs. Kershaw live 
here?" asked Wilton, advancing to the 
door. 

" No ; there's no such name here." 

For a moment Wilton felt annihi- 
lated. 

" She used to live here ?" 
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" P'raps so ; we've not been here 
above a week, and I wish we was out 
of it." 

"And do you know where Mrs, 
Kershaw is gone?" 

" No, that I don't." 

After a little talking, she suggested 
that " missus" might know ; but that 
potentate^ on being appealed to, con- 
fessed ignorance, stating, however, that 
" master" might know ; but " master" 
was absent, and would not be back till 
to-morrow morning. 

More Wilton could not extract; and 
he most reluctantly left the long-sought 
villa, informing the inmates that he 
would call next day, hoping that " master" 
might be able to supply the desired in- 
formation. 

VOL. I. K 
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Still with unshaken perseverance Wilton 
lingered about. He stopped the post- 
man, but he had no letter, since the new 
people moved in, for Mrs. Kershaw. 
She had very few letters at any time — 
still she had some. There was another 
postman that took the noonday delivery, 
he might know. When did he go 
round ? Oh ; from twelve to twelve- 
thirty. He might know, and he mightn't. 
Addresses were not given to the letter- 
carriers, but left at the district 
office. 

5* Ah ! then I may probably find this 
Mrs. Kershaw's whereabouts at the post- 
office?" 

" No, no. Sir," said the man ; " they 
won't give you no addresses at the office, 
and the letters is sent on to the district 
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where the party has moved; so it's a 
chance if any of us knows." 

"At any rate, I shall be here to- 
morrow to meet the twelve o'clock 
man; meantime, I am obliged to 
you." 

So saying, Wilton deposited a judicious 
tip in the carrier's willing hand, and 
made for the main road, hoping that 
a favourable report of him would be 
given to the other carrier, and pre- 
dispose him to be communica- 
tive. 

It was long before Wilton forgot 
the oppressive monotony of that even- 
ing. He could not bring himself to 
seek out Moncrief He would have 
him at breakfast, and that was bad 
enough. He strolled into the Atielphi, 
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and felt savage at the pathos of the play, 
and the fun of the afterpiece. He 
left before it was finished, and returned 
to the coffee-room. 

He tried to sketch out an advertise- 
ment addressed to Mrs. Kershaw, but 
intended for Ella, He vexed himself 
with all kinds of conjectures, and finally 
retired, hoping for oblivion in sleep, 
which did not bome for some weary 
hours, and his last waking thought was 
that to-morrow would be the nineteenth 
of March, the day of the tryst, which 
he had so often pictured to himself. 
And here he was in total ignorance of 
Ella's dwelling — not a step nearer to 
the desired interview. 

The following day was not much 
brighter than the one just described. 
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and Wilton rose with an unspeakable 
loathing for breakfast and Moncrief — 
especially Moncrief. 

However, both had to be endured. 

The Major was considerably puzzled 
by his entertainer's pre-occupation and 
testiness. Every subject seemed dis- 
tasteful — every person more or less 
offensive. 

" What's come to you, lad ?" asked 
the old soldier. " Are you in debt 
again? I thought you had left that 
class of troubles behind you ; and you 
seem to have been quiet and steady 
enough of late." 

" No ; I am not in debt." 

" Well, I do not think you are in love ; 
and love or money is at the bottom of 
most troubles — eh?" 
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An inaudible muttering was the only- 
reply. 

" A idiot ?'* repeated the Major, 

thinking he caught the sound. " No, 
by no means. I never said so, though 
there have been times when I was 
afraid you would act like one. Have 
you seen the Viscount?" 

« No." 

"I suppose you are going to call 
on him ?*\ 

" No, I am not." 

"Then you are rather an idiot. 
Why will you throw away for- 
tune ?" 

" I am not throwing it away. He is 
out of town." 

"Why don't you go and pay him a 
visit ?" 
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I cannot; he has not asked 



me. 



" Not asked you — bosh !" 

" Moncrief," interrupted Wilton, " will 
you take some more kidney, or ham, or 
coffee, or anything ?" 

"No, thank you; I have breakfasted 
well !" 

" Then go ; will you, like a good 
fellow ? You are partly right. I am 
in a pickle. You shall know all about 
it one of these days, but I cannot tell 
you just now. I have an appointment at 
— that is, I must be at Kensington at 
twelve." 

** At twelve ! Bless my soul, man ! it 
is scarcely half-past ten now." 




CHAPTER VIII. 



THE afternoon of the same day 
was lowering, bleak and drear, 
as a young girl, in a long black dress, 
fitting close to her slight figure, and 
relieved at throat and wrists by a 
plaiting of white crape, entered a small 
sitting-room at the back of one of a 
row of brand new residences in the 
cardboard Tudor style, inlaid with 
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coloured bricks, and further relieved by 
oriel windows. 

The young lady carried a cup full of 
violets, and set it upon a* table which 
had been moved into the window. It 
was crowded with materials for water- 
colour drawing. A very graceful design, 
suited to the cover of a portfolio, lay 
partly coloured where the light fell 
strongest. 

The young lady, or rather Ella 
Rivers, stood looking at her work for 
a few minutes, and then sitting down, 
with a deep sigh, took up her 
brush, first bending lovingly over 
the violets until her face touched 
them. 

She was exceedingly pale — the pallor 
of thought and sorrow. Her eyes. 
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which looked larger than they used — per- 
haps, because she had grown thinner — had 
a weary, wistful expression, which gave 
pathos to the quiet sadness of her face 
and figure. 

The last month had tried her sorely. 
The sudden, fatal illness of Donald 
had caused her immense bodily fatigue 
and real sorrow. She had grown to love 
the afflicted, wayward boy, even more 
than she knew ; and he could not 
bear her out of his sight, finally breath- 
ing his last in her arms. 

Not understanding the terms which 
existed between Wilton and the Fer- 
gusson family, Ella never doubted 
that he was aware from the first of poor 
Sir Peter's bereavement and the conse- 
quent removal of the family. His silence 
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under such circumstances, the absence 
of any attempt to seek her out was, to 
her, conclusive evidence that his sudden, 
violent affection for herself had passed 
away. 

Arriving at this conviction showed her 
how fondly, although unconsciously, she 
had hoped for his constancy. 

When Wilton astonished and agitated 
her by his unexpected avowal, she 
had most truly told him that she did not 
love him, that his truth or constancy was 
not essential to her happiness. His frank 
kindness, and the interest he had shown 
in her art and her conversation had 
touched and diverted her. 

Feeling keenly the insurmountable 
barrier of caste, which her reason most 
scornfully resented, the possibility of a 
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man of his grade being her lover 
never once crossed her mind. Moreover, 
the habits of her life accustomed 
her to men as companions, as friends, 
almost as playfellows, but never as 
lovers. 

Wilton was, therefore, to her at first 
an agreeable, intelligent, though mistaken 
man, blinded to the great truths of his 

* 

age by his position and his profession, 
but who, under higher direction, might 
have been worthy the friendship of 
her father, Diego, and the rest of the 
exalted society who passed their lives 
propagating theories of political perfection 
and escaping the police. 

After the wonderful interview by the 
cairn, where he had shown that, although 
past the boy-lover period, he was ready 
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to cast all consideration for rank and 
riches to the winds for her sake, 
she had estimated him very differ- 
ently. 

From his first words of love she 
shrunk with an agony she could not 
express, so certain was she that they 
meant insult; but when his letter told 
her the depth and sincerity of his affec- 
tion, and she listened to the magic of 
his earnest pleading, she felt bewil- 
dered and almost frightened at the 
ardour of the feeling she had 
evoked. 

She could not quite believe him. She 
trembled at the idea of his hurrying into 
the irrevocable, which he might after- 
wards regret ; and the more she felt 
her heart inclined to yield, the more reso • 
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lately she held to her determination, for 
both their sakes, to test the reality of 
his affection. 

But when he was gone, when she was 
left alone with the memory of his per- 
suasive voice — of his bold, brown eyes, 
softened into tenderness — of the passion 
which glowed through the earnest respect 
of his manner — whatever of indifference 
she had felt or assumed in their inter- 
view fast faded away, or rather warmed 
into real interest, and trembling, half- 
fearful liking. Then the question of 
his • constancy assumed an absorbing 
importance. 

The perpetual struggle in her mind 
to resist the delightful suggestions of hope 
kept the subject constantly before her ; 
and the bitterest trial she had ever known 
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was the gradual fading away of the hopes 
that had formed themselves in spite of 
her, when week after week slipped past 
and no tidings reached her from Ralph 
Wilton. Of course he knew that she 
must leave Brosedale, and must also 
know that under no circumstances 
would she take the first step 
towards the renewal of their inter- 
course. 

Working round this dreary circle of 
thought, she sat motionless, pencil in 
hand, too absorbed to notice the entrance 
of a woman of a certain age, who by her 
costume evidently aimed at the higher 
appellation of a lady. She wore a hand- 
some plum-coloured silk, a tint which 
appears to be the especial favourite of 
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publicans' wives and aspiring land- 
ladies. 

Her head — a high, narrow, self- 
asserting sort of head — was perched on a 
long, thin neck, and adorned with a 
scanty screw of hair on the top, secured 
by a high tortoise-shell comb, while the 
front tresses were disposed in short, wiry 
ringlets, painfully suggestive of steel 
springs, and carefully regulated by ancient 
contrivances called side- combs. These 
locks vibrated when she moved; and as 
her walk was a succession of jerky sinkings 
and risings, the ringlets had an active time 
of it. 

Her features were regular and good, 
but somewhat neutralised by a faint 
expression of constandy turning up 
her nose, which was anything but 
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^^etroussey as if in * contemptuous 
indignation at the futile efforts 
of the world in general to take 
lier in. This personage paused as 
she was half across the little room, 
snd looked very sharply at its 
occupant's profile, which was tunned 
^o her. 

**Any ways, you ain't breaking your 
lieart with hard work," she exclaimed, 
in a tone which would have been pain- 
fully acute but for a slight indistinct- 
ness caused by a melancholy gap 
Adhere pearly front teeth ought to have 
been. 

Ella started at her voice, and a large 
tear, which some time unknown to her 
had hung upon her eye lashes, fell upon 
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the edge of her paper. She looked 
at it dismayed ; half-an-inch nearer, 
and it would have played havoc 
with her colours. She hastily placed 
her handkerchief on the fatal spot, 
and, turning towards the speaker, said 
absently, 

" Working ! Yes, Mrs. Kershaw ; I am 
succeeding tolerably with this design ; I am 
quite interested in it." 

*' And that is the reason you are crying 
over it — eh ?" 

" Crying ! Oh, no," — smiling a little 
sadly — " I am not crying." 

"Something very like it, then," 
said Mrs, Kershaw, advancing to 
the table and looking critically at Ella's 
work. 

"It's a queer thing," she remarked. 
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with high-toned candour. " What is it 
for ?" 

"Oh, the cover of a book; or — the 
back of a portfolio." 

"Well, I suppose it's my ignorance; 
but I can't see the beauty of it. Why, 
there's dozens and dozens of things just 
like that ready printed in all the shops ; 
and you don't suppose hand work can 
hold its own with machine work ? Why 
don't you paint a house, and a tree, and 
cow — something sensible-like — that would 
set ofFa nice handsome frame ? I wouldn't 
mind buying such a picture myself; my 
first floor is a trifle naked for want of 
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pictures. 

"Oh, Mrs. Kershaw!" exclaimed Ella, 
smiling, this time more brightly, 
for she was amused at her friend's 
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notions of art; "I assure you 
an original design is not to be 
despised. If I can but find favour 
with " 

"Ay, that's just it. It would 
take a heap of bits of pictures 
to make a living. I must say 
I think you wp a fool not to look 
out for something steady, right off, when 
the ladies as could have recommended you 
was here ; this will be hard work and poor 
work." 

" Nevertheless, I am determined to try 
it," said Ella, firmly, though sadly. " You 
cannot know what the imprisonment of a 
great house is to me ; besides, you forget 
poor Sir Peter Fergusson's generosity. 
I can afford to board with you for 
six or eight months, and then if all my 
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efforts to earn my bread by my art 
fail, I can still ask Miss Walker's help. 
I am not in your way, good friend, am 
I?" 

'*Well, no. I am not that selfish, 
like many, as would try to keep you 
here, when it would be better for you to 
be away ; but you are not like other 
girls, the place is different when you are 
in it ; and the trifle you pay is more than 
the trifle difference you make. It was 
about yourself — what is best for you — I 
was thinking." 

" Do not think of me," returned Ella, 
placing her elbow on the table and 
resting her head on her hand 
despondently ; "I am so weary of 
myself." 
" Now there is something come to you 
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quite diflferent from what used to be. 
And you are that pale and thin, and 
don't eat nothing. There's some of those 
grandedees" (such was Mrs. Kershaw's 
pronunciation) '^been talking nonsense, 
and you have been and gone and been 
fool enough to heed them in spite of all 
the talking to I gave you before you went 
to Sir Peter's. They are all alike. If 
you was a h'angel, with a wing sprout- 
ing out of each shoulder, and as beauti- 
ful as — as anythink, the poorest scrap of 
a gentleman amongst them that hadn't as 
much gumption as would earn a crust 
costermongering would laugh at the 
notion of putting a ring on your finger. 
No, no; as much love as you like 
without that. I knows 'em, the proud, 
upsetting, lazy lot, I do;" and 
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Mrs. Kershaw stopped with a jerk, 
more for want of breath than lack of 
matter. 

"You need not distress yourself/' 
returned Ella, with a smile of quiet 
scorn. "No one insulted me at Brose- 
dale; and I did keep your good advice 
in mind. I am depressed, nor can you 
wonder at it, when you think of the 
sad scenes I went through with poor 
Donald." 

"Well, well, anyhow you wo'nt open 
your mind to me, though I fancy I am 
your best friend, and your only friend 
into the bargain, though I say it as 
shouldn't," retorted Mrs. Kershaw with 
some asperity. 

"You are indeed," said Ella, sweetly. 
" So instead of quarrelling with me for 
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not telling you a romantic tale, tell me 
some of your own afFairs ; any one about 
the rooms yet ?" 

" I believe," said Mrs. Kershaw, a 
shade less severely — "I believe I'm 
let." 

This startling announcement did not 
in the least move Miss Rivers from 
her gravity ; she merely observed, sym- 
pathetically, 

I am very glad." 

This morning when you was out, a 
lady and gentleman called and looked at 
the rooms and made rather a stiff bargain. 
They said they would call again ; but 
the gentleman gave me his card, and that 
looked like business." 

" I suppose so. I went over to Ken- 
sington this morning to see the postman. 
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I thought it was as well to tell him our 
new address, in case there might be a 
letter for me." 

"A letter for you," repeated Mrs. 
Kershaw, in a sharp key, with a sudden 
nod that set her ringlets dancing. "I 
thought Miss Walker knew we was 
moved." 

" She does ; still it is possible some old 
friend—" 

" Oh !" said Mrs. Kershaw, ironically. 
"Are you sure it aint a new friend — a 
Scotch friend ? I know I havn't no 
right to ask, but — " 

" Ah, suspicious one !" interrupted 
Ella, laughing. " If none of my father's 
old friends seek me out, no one else 
will." 

"There's the front door bell," cried 
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Mrs. Kershaw, excitedly; "that's the 
lady and gent come back about my first 
floor--— a pause ensaed, a rapid but 
heavy tread, and the opening of the door 
was heard. 





CHAPTER IX. 



THE next moment the door of the 
room in which they were, was flung 
violently open, and the " girl" announced 
a " gentleman for Miss Rivers." Where- 
upon a tall figure seemed to fill up the 
doorway, and for a moment Ella felt 
dizzy and blinded with astonishment, 
with mingled joy and terror, as Colonel 
Wilton entered and stood still. 
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"Oh!" said Mrs. Kershaw; ^'do 
you know this gentleman, or is he after 
the apartments ?" 

" I know him. I—" faltered Ella. 

" Oh !" again said Mrs. Kershaw, 
and, turning her back, walked straight 
out of the room with dignity. 

Wilton closed the door after her ; 
and, advancing to the agitated girl, 
exclaimed, with a tinge of sternness, 

** Ella, have you hid from me pur- 
posely ?" 

" Hid from you ? No ; you knew 
where to find me when poor Donald 
died." 

" Which I first heard of in Ireland 
two days ago." 

" Two days ago," faltered Ella, the 
truth dawning on her. " I thought you 
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would have known of it directly. I 
thought you did not write be- 
cause you did not wish to see me 
again. I — oh, listen to me, understand 
me !" clasping her hands with a re- 
strained eagerness very impressive — 
" Do not think I would willingly have 
caused you the slightest uneasiness from 
any petty idea of standing on my own 
dignity ; but, indeed, I was puzzled 
what to do, and then believing, as I 
did, that you must have been informed 
of Donald's death and the breaking up 
of Sir Peter's establishment, I con- 
cluded that you had changed your plans 
— your views — your — oh, I could not 
write to you ! Do you not see I could 
not ?" 

" I can only repeat that two days 
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ago I did not know of that poor boy's 
death. And but for a few words in a 
letter from Moncrief, I should have 
started for Monkscleugh to keep the 
tryst. Now, Ella, are you glad to see 
me ? do you believe me ?" — as he spoke 
Wilton took both her hands, and looked 
eagerly into the eyes so frankly, but 
gravely, raised to his. 

" I do believe you," said Ella, trying 
to speak steadily, and striving to hold 
back the tears that would well up, to 
suppress a wild throbbing of the heart 
which visibly heaved her bosom, to be 
calm and mistress of herself in this 
crisis ; but it was more than even her 
brave spirit could accomplish ; the sud- 
den change from darkness to light, from 
isolation to companionship was too 
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overwhelming ; and yet she would not 
show the shattered condition of her 
forces. 

" I am glad to see you" — her lip 
quivered ; great unshed tears, brimming 
over, hung sparkling on her long lashes 
as she spoke ; and Wilton, gazing at 
the sweet face and slight, graceful figure, 
felt in his inmost soul the pathos of her 
controlled emotion. 

" By heaven, Ella ! you are not in- 
different to me," he exclaimed. Drawing 
her to him, he raised her hands to 
clasp his neck ; and, folding his arms 
round her, pressed her passionately to 
his heart *' My love, my life ! why 
do you distrust me ! Give me your 
heart ! give me yourself. Are you 
ready to fulfil your more than half 
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promise ! I have kept the tryst. I 
have submitted to the test you have 
imposed ; and now what further barrier 
is there between me and happiness ? 
Do you love me, Ella ? Will you love 
me ?" 

She did not attempt to move. She 
leant against him, silently, trembling 
very much ; at length she sighed 
deeply. 

"If you are quite sure of yourself," 
she almost whispered, " and not afraid 
of linking yourself with so isolated 
a creature as I am, I am ready to 
keep my word, as you have kept 
yours !" 

** And you love me ?" asked Wilton, 
bending over her, hungering for her as- 
surancc« 
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She extricated herself gently from him, 
still leaving her hand in his. 

" I will love you," she replied, look- 
ing away, and speaking thoughtfully. 
Then, suddenly turning, and meeting his 
eyes with a grand frankness, " I do love 
you," she said, in her sweet, firm tones ; 
** and I think you deserve my love ! 
If you do not — out with love and life, 
and everything. I shall never believe 
more." 

She pressed her hands over her eyes, 
and for a moment Wilton's passionate 
longing to cover her mouth, her cheek, 
her brow with kisses, was checked by 
the earnestness, the solemnity, of her 
words ; it was but a moment, the next 
she was in his arms, his lips clinging 
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to hers as though he could never drink 
enough of their sweetness. 

" And how did you find me ?" asked 
Ella, when at last she managed to with- 
draw from his embrace, and began to 
gather her drawing materials together as 
a diversion from the strange, sweet em* 
barrassment of the new relations existing 
between them. 

Wilton replied by recapitulating the 
search he had made, up to the miserable 
night before. 

" When I arrived at Gothic Villa this 
morning," he went on, '* I was consider- 
ably before the time of the second de- 
livery ; but at last I met the postman, 
and explained myself to him. 

" * Gothic Villa, Kershaw,' he repeated. 
*Now, that's curious. Not ten minutes 
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ago I met a young lady what used to be 
at Gothic Villa, and she wanted to 
give me her new address, but I told 
her she must leave it at the district 
office/ 

" You may guess the questions I put, 
and how I gathered that the young lady 
was yourself. He had a confused idea 
you said your abode was in Belinda 
Terrace, Notting Hill, and I have been 
for the last nearly three hours endea- 
vouring to discover it. Finding there 
was no such place as Belinda Terrace, 
I tried my luck in Melina Crescent, 
and, after knocking and ringing at 
eleven doors, found the right one at 
last!" 

" Then had I walked down the street, 
instead of meeting the postman at the 

M 2 
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to hers as though he ^^ 

enough of their swtf i .. 

" And how die' . 
Ella, when at l' - /ee hour^ 

draw from ' ,n. "Whatl^^ 

gather her ^s a very charm^ 

a diversir jr own?" 

barrassr ^^ Some days ago I to^ 

^^^^ smaller one to a shop in — ^ 
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^ asked me to bring him somethin 
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trying to sketch something better." 
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\ n going there. 

tL *ft for the 

.hy may to this 

us both; life w. 
^ Very dull." ^Y 

se^ Men you are my wife, you V\\\ 

Wy^ ^ch things are impossible," said 
^X^ ^^1, laying aside the sketch, and 
V\ ^^g her to his side on a little hard, 

^ ^^hair, lodging-house sofa. ** I have 
niuch to say, so much to urge on 
^U, I hardly know where to begin." 

Whereupon he plunged into a rapid 
statement of his plans, his hopes — his 
strong conviction that, calmly and 
dispassionately considered, her position 
and his own rendered an immediate 
marriage absolutely and imperatively 
necessary. She had no one to consult. 



1 64 RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. 

top of it, I should have met you," said 
Ella, pausing in her occupation, with her 
design in her hand. 

" Yes ; and saved me three hours of 
torture !" exclaimed Wilton. " What have 
you there ? This is a very charming 
design ; quite your own?" 

" Yes, quite. Some days ago I took 

a much smaller one to a shop in 

Street, and the man there gave me two 
pounds and two shillings for it. Then 
he asked me to bring him something 
else, larger and richer, so I have been 
trying to sketch something better." 

" My own darling," said Wilton, 
taking it from her ; " this sort of 
thing is over now. No more work for 
you." 

^' Why not," she returned. " You 
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say, dear friend, that you are not rich. 
If I am really to be your comrade 
through life, why may I not earn some 
money for us both; life without work 
must be very dull." 

" When you are my wife, you will 
see such things are impossible," said 
Wilton, laying aside the sketch, and 
drawing her to his side on a little hard, 
horsehair, lodging-house sofa. " I have 
so much to say, so much to urge on 
you, I hardly know where to begin." 

Whereupon he plunged into a rapid 
statement of his plans, his hopes — his 
strong conviction that, calmly and 
dispassionately considered, her position 
and his own rendered an immediate 
marriage absolutely and imperatively 
necessary. She had no one to consult. 
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nor any protegtor to rely upon save 
himself, and the sooner he had a 
legal claim to be her protector the 
better. 

As to himself, no one had a right 
to interfere with him ; nevertheless, 
there was an old man, a relative, who 
might make himself disagreeable if he 
had time. After marriage, all objec- 
tions, interference, or meddlings would 
be useless. 

'* I have a favourite sister to whom 
I shall write at once," concluded Wil- 
ton, ** but she is away in Canada. 
So, dearest, why should we submit to 
the discomfort of needless delay. I shall 
have a renewal of leave, but only for 
a couple of months, part of which must 
be spent in effecting an exchange into 
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some regiment in India, and in going there. 
You see there will be little left for the 
honeymoon. What do you say to this 
day week?" ' 

Wilton felt the hand he held suddenly 
tighten on his with a quick, startled pres- 
sure. 

" Yes/' he went on ; " there is no 
possible objection. You have been at 
least three weeks in this parish, which 
is, I believe, the legal requirement. 
There is, then, no impediment; and, 
though it seems very like urging you 
to take a leap in the dark, you must 
either trust me altogether or throw me 
over. We are too peculiarly situated 
to perform the cold-blooded ceremony 
of cultivating each other's acquaintance; 
we must do that, as I believe all people 
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really do, after rather than before mar- 
riage. Besides, I am so desperately 
afraid of your melting away out of my 
grasp, as you had nearly done just 
now, that I am determined not to lose 
my hold." 

" Listen to me," said Ella, drawing 
away her hand and pressing it to her 
brow. " You mentioned a relative to 
whom your marriage might be painful. 
Do you owe this old man love and 
respect? I think if you do, it is hard 
to those who feel they ought to be consi- 
dered to find an utter stranger preferred" 

" Lord St. George has not the shadow 
of a claim on my love or respect," 
returned Wilton, rising and pacing to 
and fro : " and if he had, it would not 
influence me. Now that you have con- 
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sented to be my wife, nothing, save 
death, shall come between us." 

There was in his voice and look and 
gesture such fire and resolution, that a 
sudden sense of being in. the presence 
of something stronger than herself, 
thrilled Ella with a strange fear and 
pleasure. She closed her ,eyes, and her 
hands, that had clasped each other 
tightly, relaxed as she felt her life 
had passed away from her own keep- 
ing into another's. Wilton, who had 
paused opposite her, saw how deeply 
she was moved. 

"Look af me, Ella," he exclaimed, 
taking her hands in his ; " look at me ! 
You are too nobly frank to hesitate as 
to a day sooner or later in the fulfilment 
of your promise." 
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She turned to him, and with a 
wistful, earnest' look straight into 
his eyes, said in a low, firm 
voice, 

" So be it ! I will keep my word when 
and where you like." 





CHAPTER X. 



TWO days after. Major Moncrief, 
who had only seen Wilton once 
for a few minutes in the interim, 
awaited him, by appointment, at 
Morley's, where, they were to 
dine. 

"Why, what the deuce are you so 
desperately busy about?" asked the 
Major, as Wilton hastily apologised for 
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not having been ready to receive his 
friend. 

"Oh, I have a hundred things in 
hand. I have had to * interview ' my 
lawyer, and then I have been with 
Box and Brushwood about exchanging 
into a regiment under orders for 
India — and — but the rest after 
dinner." 

"What in the devil's name are you 
up to now?" replied Moncrief, but not 
in the tone of a man who expects a 
direct reply. 

Dinner passed very agreeably for 
Wilton was in brilliant spirits. Not 
for many a day had Moncrief seen him 
so bright or so young. 

" I believe this is the same room we 
dined in the day you started for Monks- 
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cleugh, and had the smash/' observed 
Moncrief, as the waiter, having placed 
dessert upon the table, left the friends 
together. 

" It is," said Wilton, looking round. 
" That is rather curious ; and I re- 
member your saying, 'I must dree my 
weird.' Well, Moncrief, I have dreed 
it, and I asked you here to-day to 
tell you the history, and receive your 
blessing or malediction, as the case may 
be." 

Setting down his glass of port un- 
tasted, the Major stared at his friend 
with an air of dismay and bewilder- 
ment. 

" Courage, man !" continued Wilton, 
laughing at his consternation ; ** I am 
not in debt — only in love, and 
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going to be married on Thursday next." 
*' To be married ? You who could 
not obh'ge your pleasant relative. 
Lord St. George, because of your 
invincible objection to lose your 
liberty." 

" Well, the liberty is gone long ago ; 
so my only plan is to surrender at 
discretion, or rather without discretion. 
You remember a young lady we met at 
Brosedale ; the lassie, in short, whom I 
picked out of the snow ?** 

" What ! that pale-faced, dark-eyed 
little girl — young Fergusson's companion 
or drawing mistress? Why, she was 
scarce pretty." 

" Just so. Well, I am going to marry 
her on Thursday. Will you come to 
the wedding .?" 



\ 
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Wilton had poured out a bumper of 
claret as he spoke, and, with a slight, 
defiant nod, drank it off. 

" By " exclaimed Moncrief, who 

did not usually use strong language ; 
"I am astonished. When did you de- 
cide on this preposterous piece of 
foolery ?" 

" I put things in train last December, 
but the date was not decided till two days 
ago." 

"Ha! I thought I smelt a rat just 
before I left Glenraven ; but I never 
dreamed of anything so serious. You 
are the last man I should have accused 
of such idiotic weakness. Who is this 
girl ?" 

" I do not know." 

" Who was her father ?'* 
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" A political adventurer, I believe ; 
but I really do not know." 

" Who are her friends ?" 

" She has none." 

" And, my God ! Wilton, are you 
going to link yourself for life to a woman 
you know nothing about — who may 
have a murderer for her father and a 
harlot for her mother — who may be an 
unprincipled adventuress herself for aught 
you know?" 

"Go on," said Wilton calmly. "I 
know you have a good deal more to 
say, and I am quite prepared to hear 
it." 

"Can you be such a besotted block- 
head at this time of life, after having got 
over the wild goose period, and not so 
badly either ; when you have just been 
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offered your first good chance, when a 
sensible marriage is so important, as to 
throw every consideration to the dogs, 
for a madness that probably a month or 
two will cure, and leave you two-thirds 
of a lifetime to eat your heart out with 
useless regret ! 

" You know I do not pretend to despise 
women, . or to talk cynical rot about 
them ; they are generally good, useful 
creatures, and deucedly pleasant some- 
times ; but God bless my soul, lad ! 
they are of no real importance in a man's 
life. It is very essential to marry the 
right sort of girl I grant — that is a 
well-bred, healthy, good-looking lassie 
in your own grade of life, who will 
bring a good connection to back up your 
children; but to rush into matrimony — 
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downright legal matrimony — with a 
creature that scarcely knows who she is 

herself, because, indeed, you think no 

* 

other *she' in creation so likely to suit 
you, it is a pitiable piece of lunacy. 
Come ! in the name of common sense, 
of self-respect, be a man! Tell me 
how you stand with this girl, and let 
me see if I can't get you out of the 
scrape." 

" Have you quite done ?" asked 
Wilton, leaning back in his chair with- 
out the slightest symptom of irrita- 
tion. 

" I have." 

" Then hear me, Moncrief ! I do 
not dispute a syllable you say. It is 
all unanswerable — just what I should 
say myself to another fellow on the 



I 
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brink of such a leap in the dark. 
Don't suppose I am blind to the ap- 
parent folly I am about to commit. 
But I'll do it ! Nothing can hold me 
back ! I shall not attempt to explain 
to you the sort of fascination Ella 
Rivers has had for me from- the first 
moment we met ; it would be speaking 
an unknown tongue even if I could put 
it into language. But if her people 
were all you picture, by heaven ! I 
do not think I could give her up. 
Foolish lunatic — besotted as you choose 
to think me, I have full faith in the 
woman who will be my wife before five 
days are over. There ! Consider the 
question *to be or not to be' settled. 
Pity my idiotic folly as you will, but 
do not discard your old protege. I 

N 1 



i8o RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. 

want your advice on one or two 
points." 

" But, Wilton, I must " began 

the Major. 

" Don't," interrupted Wilton. " Re- 
monstrance is sheer loss of time and 
breath ; if you persist, I will leave 
you to finish your port alone." 

Moncrief succumbed, though with an 
ill grace, and Wilton proceeded to lay 
the question of exchange into a regi- 
ment already in India, or one about 
to proceed there, before his ancient 
Mentor, and gradually drew him into 
better humour, especially as he noted 
that Wilton's professional ambition was 
by no means dulled or engulphed by 
the tide of passion that swept him away 
in another direction. 
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" Well, I never thought I should find 
you looking forward, contentedly, to a 
life in India," said the Major, after a 
long and animated talk, anent the pros 
and cons of Wilton's views ; " you used 
to long for a stake in the * old 
countrie/ " 

" Yes ; but that was because Lord 
St. George put it into my head. Now, 
that is at an end." 

"Ah! just so — this infernal marriage! 
What do you intend to do with him, eh ?" 

" I have not given it a thought — or 
rather, scarce a thought. I will marry 
first, and decide after. I tell you can- 
didly, Moncrief, when first I made up 
my mind to risk everything, rather than 
part with Ella, I had a stupid, cowardly 
idea of a private marriage; but I soon 
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ex¥^ r^^^ up ; it was too deucedly 
H i '^< '* irVfwgTtlTkf> ; and then Ella would 
dcspcse cfcn a shadow of double- 
dealing ! No ; when we are married, 
and I hare tim^ I will write to the old 

Yiscount, and" 

•* By George ! this is too bad," cried 
the Major, getting up and pacing the 
room in an agony. ^' Fortune, and 
ter pro^KCts, and — and everything flung 
overboard, for the sake of a white- 
faced bit of a girl that you would 
forget in two months if you made the 
first stand. It's like giving up drink, 
or cigars ; the first week is the brunt of 
the battle !" 

"Don't talk blasphemy," returned 
Wilton sternly ; ** nor waste time and 
breath/' 
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"Well, well," resumed the rebuked 
Major, "look here, do not be in too 
great a hurry to write to the old peer. 
I met St. George Wilton to-day ; he 
told me Lord St. George was down at 
Brandestone, and very shaky ; perhaps 
you had better not write to him till the 
honeymoon is over. Oh Lord ! won't 
you be ready to cut your throat when 
you get his answer! but I trust he will 
die and leave you the property in the 



meantime." 
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He will not do that," said Wilton, 
gravely. " But, tell me, what is St. 
George doing in town ? I hate that fellow 
instinctively." 

"Oh, he was only passing through 
en route to join some * Lord knows who,' 
at Cowes, to cruise somewhere in his 
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yacht, and Where are you 

going ?" 

" Why, you will not take any more 
wine, and, as I have not seen Ella 
to-day, I thought I would just run 
down and bid her good night Come 
with me old fellow, do ! I'd take it 
as a real bit of good-fellowship ; she 
would be so pleased. You may as well 
submit to the inevitable with a good 
grace." 

" Go with you to see this — ahem ! 
— fascinating little witch ! not to get 
the step I've been waiting for these seven 
yeare." 




CHAPTER XI. 

THE extremely sudden and unortho- 
dox character of Ella's nuptials 
-vas a souxce of irritation, not to say 
SssBssx^ to the worthy Mrs. Kershaw. 
Sbe, toe*, upon the whole, a desponding 
aiid distmstful view of human nature * 
and, inslead of meeting Ella's smiling, 
lihffihfmg account of Colonel Wilton's 
-rial and her engagement to him, irith 
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effusive sympathy, she had nodded her 
head and knitted her brows, asked a 
dozen questions, and received the replies 
in ominous silence ; at last she spoke as 
follows : 

^^Well, I hope it's all right" Tthe 
"hope" in italics), "but it's curious — 
very curious. Are you quite sure he is 
Colonel Wilton ?" 

" Yes." 

" How do you know ?" 

" Because he was frequently at Brose- 
dale, and known to Sir Peter Fergus- 



son." 



(i 




Ay, to be sure, that's true ! I sup- 
pose it's to be a private marriage. We 
must see that it is quite correct, for, 
high or low, a wife has her rights. 
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What did he say about going to 
church?" 

**Oh! I scarcely know; something 
about my having been three weeks in the 
parish, and " 

" Did he ?" returned Mrs. Kershaw ; a 
more satisfied expression stealing over her 
face. "That looks like business, only 
I trust and hope he has not a wife 
already." 

"What a fearful suspicion," replied 
Ella, shuddering, while she smiled. " He 
was looked upon as an unmarried man 
at Brosedale, for I remember Donald 
remarked that Miss Saville could find 
dme to amuse him now, because Colonel 
Wilton condescended to visit him, and 
Aat he would be a peer, a nobleman, one 
day." 
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«A peer: 2 Sard! wdl I never! Of 
sL tbc qpocT tiiii2% di5 is the queerest. 
Sdlly I vocild Eke to uakc sure that there 
is DO haadh nowbcreL Bat; hkss your 
hexrt, no gcndexnan ch* nobkman would 
go to diordi with 2 girl unless he was all 



''I most trust him utterly, or not at 
ally he said. I do trust him," said 
Ella, softly, to herself, " even as he trusts 



me.'* 



She was sitting on the hearth- 
i^g> g^^ing dreamily at a small but 
bright morsel of fire held together by fire- 
bricks. 

"Trust is a word I never liked," 
observed Mrs. Kershaw, who was sitting 
bolt upright in an easy chair. " Ready 
money, in everything, is my motto ; still, 
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1 must say this gentleman seems straight- 
forward." 

Mrs. Kershaw's opinions had become 
visibly modified since the rank of her 
fdiW protegees intended had been revealed 
to her. 

" I think he is," said Ella simply. 

"Anyhow, I will speak to him myself 
to-morrow," continued Mrs. Kershaw, 
" and let him know you have a 
friend to look after you as 
knows the world," she added emphati- 
cally. 

Silence ensued; for, in truth, Ella 
was too glad of the cessation of 
Mrs. Kershaw's wiry voice to break 
it, when that lady burst out again with a 
jerk, 

"You'd best take my parlours — 
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they ought to be thirty shillings a week, 
but I will give them to you for a 
guinea." 

" But why must I take them ?" asked 
Ella. 

"Because Why, my patience. 

Miss Rivers, you are not going to turn 
stingy, and . you going to be a great 
lady. Why must you take them ? because 
it is only decent and proper ; there's 
scarce room to turn round in a three- 
cornered cupboard like this place! I'm 
sure a fine, handsome man like the Colonel 
hasn't room to move here ; and then for 
the wedding. This day week did you 
say ? Why, whatever shall we do about 
wedding clothes? still I wouldn't say 
nothing about putting off; you'd better 
strike while the iron is hot! But have 
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you thought of the wedding clothes, Miss 
Rivers ?" 

"No, I do not want any. I have 
more clothes than I ever had in my life 
before." 

" I declare to goodness you are the 
strangest young girl — lady I mean — I 
ever met ; so mean-spirited, in a manner 
of speaking, in one way, and no more 
knowing the value of money in another, 
than . a half-saved creature ! Why, 
you have nothing but blacks and 
greys." 

" And may I not marry in grey ; but 
if it is right I shall be very pleased 
to have a pretty new dress and bonnet ; 
I have quite money enough, you 
know." 

" Well, I must say it is aggravating 
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that we can't have a regular spread, and 
carriages and favours ; wouldn't that 
nasty, humbugging stuck-up-thing, Mrs. 
Lewis, over the way, that is always in- 
sinuating that I haven't laid down new 
stair-carpeting because I couldn't spare 
the money — wouldn't she be ready to 
eat her own head ofF because she wouldn't 
be asked to step across !" 

But in spite of Major Moncrief and 
Mrs. Kershaw, Ralph Wilton had his 
way, and they were married on the ap- 
pointed day. 

The Major was so far mollified that 
he stood by his favourite "boy" on the 
memorable occasion ; nay, more, with 
some hesitation he produced a pair of 
lumpy gold ear-rings, largely sprinkled 
with turquoise, as a small and appro- 
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priate gift to his friend's bride, when, 
to the dismay of all present, it was 
found that the pretty little ears they 
were destined to adorn had never been 
pierced. 

"It is no matter," said Ella, taking 
his hand in both hers, "I should rather 
keep them, just the very things you 
thought of, than let them be changed! 
You like me for his sake now; you 
may like me for myself by and by." 

To this the Major gravely replied 
that he did not doubt it, and watched 
her with observant eyes during the cere- 
mony. The keen old soldier was touched 
and impressed by the steady composure 
of her manner, the low, clear music of 
her firm tones. It seemed to him as 
if she had considered the value of each 

VOL. II. O 



194 RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. 

VOW, and then took it willingly; he 
was surprised when the service was 
concluded, and he again took her 
hand to find that, although out- 
wardly calm, she was trembling from 
head to foot 

They returned to Mrs. Kershaw's 
house, where that excellent housewife 
had provided a comfortable and appe- 
tising luncheon — the Major having the 
honour of escorting her back. 

" I can tell you, Sir," he used to say 
in after years, when recounting the epi- 
sode, " I felt devilish queer when I 
handed the landlady into the brougham 
and took my place beside her. If she 
had been a buxom widow, or a gushing 
spinster, 1 could have stood it better ; 
but she was such a metallic female ! her 
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hair curled up so viciously, and there 
was such a suspicious, contemptuous twist 
in her nose, as if she was perpetually 
smelling a rat, that I was afraid to 
speak to her. I know I made an ass 
of myself. I remember saying something 
about my friend's good luck, thinking to 
propitiate her, but she nearly snapped 
my head off, observing that time would 
show whether either of them was in luck 
or not" 

The luncheon, however, was duly 
appreciated by the mollified Major, Mrs. 
Kershaw herself, and, we regret to add, 
the bridegroom, who was in radiant 
spirits. There was something contagious 
in his mood — something inspiriting in 
the joy that rioted in his bright, brown 
eyes — even Mrs. Kershaw lit up under 

o 2 
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his influence, and for awhile forgot the 
suspicious character of the human 
race. 

But the repast was soon over. Wilton 
was anxious to catch the tidal train, and 
Ella went obediently to don her bonnet 
and travelling gear. 

" Look at this, Moncrief/' said Wilton, 
when they were alone, holding out a 
miniature in a slightly-faded morocco 
case. " It is a picture of Ella's father." 

Moncrief scrutinised it with much 
interest. An exquisitely-painted por- 
trait, it represented a dreamy, noble 
face, dark as a Spaniard, with black blue 
eyes, closely resembling his daughter's, 
a delicately-cut, refined mouth, unshaded 
by moustache, and a trifle too soft for 
a man ; the turn of the head, the 
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whole bearing, more than conventionally 
aristocratic, picturesquely grand. 

"There is no question about it, Wil- 
ton, this man looks every inch a 
gentleman. Have you any idea who 
the mother was ?" 

"Not the most remote. I do not 
think Ella has an idea herself; she says 
she had a charming picture of her 
mother, but it disappeared soon after 
they came to London, and she has 
never been able to find it. She has a 
box full of letters and papers upstairs, 
and when we return I shall look through 
them and try to trace her father's history, 
just to satisfy my sister and yourself. 
Ella will always be the same to me, 
ancestry or no ancestry." 

"By the way, where are you going?" 
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" Oh ! to Normandy — to a little out- 
of-the-way place within a few miles from 

A , called Vigeres. There is very 

good salmon-fishing in the neighbour- 
hood, and we shall be quiet." 

" When shall you be back ?" 

" I cannot tell ; I suppose I must 
not take more than six weeks' holi- 
day/' 

" Well, I would not write to 
old St. George till you come 
back." 

**I am not sure about that, I — " 

" Here is Miss — I mean Mrs. Wilton," 
interrupted Moncrief. 

With sweet, grave simplicity, Ella 
offered a parting kiss to her husband's 
friend — Mrs. Kershaw stepped jauntily 
to open the door — a hearty hand- 
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pressure from Moncrief, whose rugged 
countenance ^was sorrowfully sympathetic 
— and the newly-wedded pair were 
away. 

" Won't you step in. Sir, and take 
another glass of wine?" said Mrs. 
Kershaw, with startling hospitality, to 
the uneasy Major, who felt in com- 
parative captivity, and by no mea^^ 
equal to the occasion. 

*'No; I am much obliged to you," 
said the Major, edging towards the 
door. 

"A little bit of pigeon-pie, or a 
mouthful of cheese and a drop of stout 
to wind up with," persisted Mrs. 
Kershaw. "You may say what you 
like, there's nothing picks you up like a 
drop of stout." 
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" No, I thank you ; nothing more." 

** I hope everything was to the Colonel's 
satisfaction?** resumed Mrs. Kershaw, 
with an angular smile. 

" He would have been hard to please 
if he had not been satisfied,** returned 
the Major, with grovelling servility ; and, 
taking up his hat, tried by a flank 
movement to get between the enemy and 
his line of retreat. 

^I am sure he is a real gentleman, 
and knows how to behave as sich. It 
is a pleasure to deal with liberal, right- 
minded people, what isn't for ever 
higgling over ^xpences and shillings. 
But between you and me. Sir, though 
I am none of your soft-spoken, hum- 
bugging sort, I never did meet the 
«»^h of Miss Ella— Mrs. WUton I 
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mean — she is that good and steady, a 
wearin' of herself to the bone for any 
one that wants. And for all the Colonel's 
a fine man, and a pleasant man, and 
an open-handed man, if ever he takes 
to worriting or bla'guarding, I would 
help her through the Divorce Court 
with the last shilling that ever I've 
scraped together rising early and working 
hard ; you mind that." 

With these emphatic words, Mrs. 
Kershaw flung the door suddenly open, 
and the Major, bowing, hastily shot 
into the street with a rapidity more 
creditable to Mrs. Kershaw's eloquence 
than his own steadiness under fire. 



CHAPTER Xn. 

OH ! die bliss of those early days. 
The strange sweetness of their 
new companionship. The weather, too, 
was propitious — balmy and mild, though 
Spring was yet young, with unutterable 
freshness and hope in its breath and 
colouring. The delicious sense of safety 
from all intruders ; the delight of 
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being at home with Ella; of winning 
her complete confidence! Never be- 
fore had Wilton tasted the joy of 
associating with a woman who was 
neither a toy nor a torment, but a true, 
though softer, comrade — whose every 
movement and attitude charmed and 
satisfied his taste, and whose quick sense 
of beauty, of character, and of the droll 
side of things, gave endless variety 
to their every-day intercourse. 

Theirs was no mere fool's paradise of 
love and kisses. Sketching and fishing, 
the days flew by. 

Wilton had decided that the little inn 
at Vigeres was too noisy and uncomfort- 
able to be endured, and Ella had found 
lodgings in the house of a small proprietor, 
who sometimes accommodated lovers of the 
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gentle craft, and, moreover, she found 
favour in the eyes of the landlord and his 
bright-eyed, high-capped, Norman cook 
and housekeeper — her fluent French and 
knowledge of foreign housewifery excit- 
ing admiration and respect. 

It was a straggling, grey stone edifice, 
just outside the village, with a very 
untidy yard behind, and a less untidy 
garden in front, where a sun-dial, all 
mossed and lichen-covered, was half- 
buried in great tangled bushes of roses 
and fuchsias ; on this a large, scantily- 
furnished salon looked out, and beyond 
the garden, on an undulating plain with 
the sea and Mont St. Michel in the 
blue distance, and a dark mass of forest 
on the uplands to the south — a wide 
stretch of country, ever changing its 
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aspect, as the broad shadows of the 
slow or quick sailing clouds swept over 
it, or the level rays of the gradually 
lengthening sunset bathed it with the 
peculiar yellow golden spring light, so 
different from the rich red tinge of^ 
Autumn. 

Winding round the base of the abrupt 
hill on which Vigeres, like so many 
Norman villages, was perched, was a 
tolerably large stream, renowned in the 
neighbourhood, and though left to take 
care of itself, still affording fair sport. 
It led away through a melancholy wood 
and some wide, unfenced pasturage, to 
the neglected grounds of a chateau, with 
the intendente of which Wilton, aided by 
Ella, held many a long talk on farming, 
politics, and every subject under the sun. 
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These rambles had an inexpressible 
charm — a mingled sense of freedom 
and occupation. Then the repose of 
evening, as night closed in ; the amuse- 
ment of watching Ella at her work or 
drawing ; to lead her on to unconsciously 
picturesque reminiscences ; to compare 
their utterly different impressions and 
ideas — for Ella was never obstinate ; frank 
and clear-sighted, she was aware that her 
opinions were but the echo of those she 
had heard all her life, and she listened 
with the deepest interest to those of her 
husband, even while she did not agree. 
These pleasant communings were so new 
to Wilton, so different from all his 
former experience, that perhaps time has 
seldom sped on so lightly during a honey- 
moon. 
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Ella was utterly unconventional, and 
yet a gentlewoman to the core, trans- 
parently candid, and — if such a term 
can be permitted — gifted with a noble 
homeliness that made affectation, or 
assumption, or unreality of any kind 
impossible to her. 

Whether she made a vivid, free 
translation from some favourite Italian 
ballad at Wilton's request, or took a 
lesson from him in tying flies, or gave 
him one in drawing, or dusted their 
sitting-room, or (as Wilton more than 
once found her) did some bit of special 
cooking in the big brown kitchen, while 
Manon looked on, with her hands in 
her apron pockets, talking volubly, she 
was always the same — quiet, earnest, 
doing her very best, with the inexpres- 
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sible tranquillity of a single purpose. 
Then the shy tenderness and grace of 
her rare caresses — the delicate reserve 
that had always something yet to give, 
and which not even the terrible ordeal 
of wedded intimacy could scorch up. 
These were elements of an inexhaustible 
charm — at least to a man of Wilton's 
calibre. 

It was evening — the evening of a very 
bright, clear day. Wilton had started 
early on a distant expedition, with the son 
of their host for a guide, and had re- 
turned to a late dinner. It had been 
too long a walk for Ella to undertake, 
and now she sat beside her husband 
^^^HHteie window of their salon, in the 
^^^^^^■cnted air of an April night, as 
^^^■pftly dusk. 
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Wilton was enjoying pleasant rest, 
after just enough fatigue to make it 
welcome, and watching, with a lazy, 
luxurious sense of satisfaction, the move- 
ments of Ella's little deft fingers, as she 
twisted some red ribbon into an effec- 
tive bow, and pinned it upon an edifice 
of lace, which Wilton could not quite 
make out. 

" What can that thing be for, Ella ? 
You are not going to wear it?" he asked 
at last. 

" Wear it ! oh, no. It is for Manon ; 
she begged me to make her a Parisian 
cap. I advised her to keep to her 
charming Norman head-dress; but no! 
Monsieur le Cure's housekeeper has a 
cap from Paris, and Manon is not to 
be outdone ; so she gave me the lace, 
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and 1 contributed the ribbon. Do you 
know this lace is very lovely ? Look at 
it." 

" I suppose it is ; but I am glad to 
find you admire lace; I was afraid you 
were above dress." 

" Indeed I am not ; but I always 
liked — I had almost said loved — lace. I 
would prefer lace to jewels, if the choice 
were offered me. And then a hat or a 
bonnet is a source of joy, if they suit 
me. 

" And we have been here nearly a 
month" 

" A month yesterday," observed Ella, 
softly, with a happy smile. 

" Time passes quickly in Paradise," 
said Wilton, leaning caressingly towards 
his companion. '^ But, I was going to 
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say, we have been here a month, and 
you have never had a chance of shop- 
ping. It is a great delight to shop, is 
it not ?" 

" I do not know," replied Ella, laugh- 
ing, and turning her work to view it 
on all sides. " I never had any money 
to spend in shops." 

** I should like to see you under fire 
— I mean in temptation. Suppose we 

go over to A for a day or two? 

That is the nearest approach to a dazzling 
scene we can manage." 

" As you like ; but, dear Ralph" — 
looking wistfully out over the garden — 
" I love this place, and am loth to take 
even a day from the few that remain to 
us here. I suppose we must soon leave 
for London ?" 

p 2 



212 RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. 



" You would like to stay here 
always ?" 

" No/' returned Ella, " certainly not ; 
stagnation would not suit either of us, 
though I deeply enjoy this sweet rest- 
ing-place. It will soon be time to move 



on." 



<c 



We have a fortnight still before us, 

so we will run over to A to-morrow. 

Our host can lend us his shandradan, 
with that monstrous grey mare, to drive 
over there. I know you expressed 
a great wish to sketch some of 
those picturesque old towers as 
we came through, and you shall 
buy some lace if you like. I have had 
so much fishing that I shall come 
back with renewed zest after a short 
break." 
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" Yes ; I should greatly like to take 

some sketches in A ; but as to 

buying lace, do you know we spend a 
quantity of money here — I am as- 
tonished and shocked to think how 
much." 

"Then I am afraid I have been a 
very extravagant fellow, for I do not 
think I ever spent so little in the 
same space of time before. But talk- 
ing of money reminds me I must' 
write to Lord St. George. I have for- 
gotten all about him— all about every 
one except you, you demure little 
sorceress !" 

" Do not forget him, if he is old 
and a relation." 

"Well, I will write to him to- 
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morrow^. It is not mudi matter; 
he will never see m^ face again.' 

yoa mariicd me 



»» 
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CHAPTER XIII. 

" ^ I ^HIS is really a very picturesque 
JL place," said Ella, as they strolled 

through the principal street of A , 

and ascended the plateau, once adorned 
by a cathedral; "but, after all, there 
is more cheerfulness in Englieh scenery. 
I miss the gentlemen's seats, the look 
of occupation, the sense of life 
that springs from individual freedom. 



i 



2i6 RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. 

Tyranny and want of cultivation 
— these are the real * phantoms o' 
fright; " 

" Yes ; we have never mistaken licence 
for liberty in England/' returned Wilton, 
with genuine John BuUism. 

"Thanks to your early training," said 
Ella, smiling; "but if for centuries you 
had never been allowed to stand or 
walk without leading strings, supports, 
restraints on the right hand and on 
the left, and had then been suddenly 
let free, with all accustomed stays 
wrenched from you, do you think you 
would not have stumbled and fallen 
like your neighbours ?" 

" True, oh ! queen ! but why did not 
our neighbours begin to train them- 
selves in time? They are of different 



RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. 217 

stufF; there lies the key to the 
puzzle." 

"And in the might of circumstance," 
put in Ella, "you can never thank 
heaven enough for your insular 
position ; but there is something in race." 

"No doubt of it. Look at this 
man coming towards us; you could 
never mistake him for anything but a 
Briton." 

" No, indeed," exclaimed Ella ; " and," 
drawing a little nearer to him, "is 
it not your cousin, St. George 
Wilton ?" 

" By Jove ! you are right, Ella. What 
can bring him here ?" 

The object of their remark was 
facing them as Colonel Wilton ceased to 
speak. 
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"Ralph Wilton — Miss /' St. 

George stopped himself in his exclama- 
tion, and then continued, raising his 
hat with a soft, but meaning smile, "I 
little thought I should encounter you in 
this remote region !" 

" Nor 1 you," returned Wilton, bluntly. 
"Mrs. Wilton and I have been 
staying near this, at a place called 
Vigeres, where there is very tolerable 
fishing, and drove over to-day to 
look at this old town. What 
brings you so far from the haunts of 
men ?" 

" The vagaries of an old woman, if 
it be not too irreverend to say so," 
replied St George, raising his hat again 
with profound respect as his cousin 
pronounced the words "Mrs. Wilton." 
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"I have an aged aunt, who for some 
inscrutable reason chooses to mortify 
her flesh and spare her pocket by residing 
here. I never dreamed I should meet 
with such a vision of happiness as — 
Mrs. Wilton and yourself in this fossilised 
place." 

There was just a slight, significant 
pause before the name " Mrs. Wilton," 
which caught her husband's ear, 
and it sounded to him like a veiled 
suspicion. 

" Where are you staying ?" he 
asked. 

"Oh! at the Hotel du Nord. 
My aunt wishes the pleasure of a 
visit from me, but declines to put me 
up. 

"We are just going to dine at 



aao RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. 

your hotel then," said Colonel Wilton, 
" and will be very happy if you will join 
us." 

St. George accepted his cousin's 
invitation with his best air of 
frank cordiality. It was a very 
pleasant dinner ; nothing could be 
more agreeable than the accomplished 
affache. 

His tone of cousinly courtesy to Ella 
was perfect; his air of well-regulated 
enjoyment positively exhilarating. Wilton 
never thought he should like his kinsman's 
society so much. Even Ella warmed to 
him comparatively, and, though more 
disposed to listen than to talk, contributed 
no small share to the brightness of the 
conversation. 

At last it was time to undertake the 
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homeward drive to Vigeres, some four or 
five miles up and down hill. While 
waiting for the remarkable-looking 
vehicle in which the journey was to be 
performed, St. George Wilton found a 
moment to speak with his cousin alone. 

" And it is a real, iond fide marriage, 
Ralph ?" 

" Real as if the Archbishop 
of Canterbury had performed it, 
with a couple of junior officers to help 
him !" 

St. George was silent, and affected to 
busy himself in preparing a cigar. Not 
even his trained self-control could 
enable him to command his voice 
sufficiently to hide the enormous con- 
tempt that such a piece of frantic insanity 
inspired. 
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"So very charming a person as Mrs. 
Wilton," said he at last, blandly, " may 
well excuse the imprudence of a love- 
match ; but let me ask, merely that 
I may know how to act, is it an 
open as well as a iond fide mar- 
riage? I mean, do you wish it con- 
cealed from our friend Lord St. George, 
because " 

" Certainly not," interrupted Colonel 
Wilton. " I have not written to inform 
him of it, for he has left my last 
letter some months unanswered, and 
I did not think he cared to hear from 
me ; but, as it is possible he may 
fancy I intended to make a secret of 
my marriage, I will write to him to- 
morrow." 

" It is not of much importance," 
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said St. George, checking the dawning 
of a contemptuous smile. " Whatever 
view he takes of the subject will be 
inimical to your interests. Suppose I 
were to call upon him and explain 
matters ? I start for London to-morrow 
morning." 

" I will not trouble you," said Wil- 
ton a little stiffly ; and Ella appearing 

« 

at that moment in the doorway, 
the conversation took a different 
turn. 

" Draw your cloak closer, Ella," said 
her husband, as they proceeded home- 
wards under the soft silver of a young 
May moon, at the sober pace which 
was their steed's fastest ; ^' there is a 
tinge of east in the wind. I began our 
acquaintance by wrapping you up, and 
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I see I shall always be obliged to make 
you take care of yourself." 

" I take care of myself now^' she 
replied, nestling nearer to him. " I did 
not think your cousin could be so agree- 
able," she continued. 

" Nor I," said Wilton shortly. 

"Yet," resumed Ella, "I can never 
banish my first impression of him." 

« What was it ?" 

" That he could always keep faith in 
the letter, and break it in the spirit; 
that he could betray in the most 
polished manner possible, without ever 
committing any vulgar error that law 
or society could fasten upon." 

" Upon my soul, you have made a 
very nice estimate of the only member of 
your new family with whom you have 
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come in contact. And where, pray, 
have you found such well-defined ideas 
of treachery? I did not think there 
was so much of this world's lore in 
that pretty little head. How did you 
learn it?" 

" Ah ! Treachery is a thing I have 
often known. The wonder is, as my 
father used to say, that where so many 
powerful temptations surrounded us, 
poor political outcasts, so few proved 
false." 

" Yet you have not learned to be 
suspicious, Ella ?" 

" Heaven forbid ! No one who is 
really true at heart ever really learns to be 
suspicious." 

Wilton fulfilled his intention the follow- 
ing day, and wrote a short, simple account 
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of his marriage to Lord St. George, 
regretting that he should be a source 
of disappointment to him, and stating 
that he, of course, held him quite 
exonerated from any promise, implied or 
not, respecting his property. 

It was quite a relief to him having 
accomplished this. He had now cut 
himself adrift from social pre-eminence ; 
it remained to work up in his profession, 
and his thoughts naturally turned to 
India. Great changes, civil and military, 
were pending there; his own services 
had been recognised by men high in 
office; already the breath of the outer 
world had somewhat withered the loveli- 
ness of his Arcadia — it was time for him 
to be up and doing. 

" Ella, come here, darling. I am 
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?" 



afraid we must go back to London 
and common life next week ; so let 
us make an expedition to Mount St. 
Michel to-morrow. How does the tide 
serve ? 

Three or four happy days were spent 
in visiting the strange fortress- prison and 
old-world picturesque little town of 
Granville ; in delicious rambles and 
abundant sketching. 

Ella was absolutely excited by the 
wealth of subjects, all of a new cha- 
racter to her, which offered themselves 
for her pencil. But Wilton had ex- 
hausted his slender capacity for repose, 
and, having thoroughly enjoyed himself, 
was once more longing for at:tive life. 

The day but one after their return 
from this brief expedition, a letter reached 

Q 2 
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Wilton from the family solicitor. He 
had been out smoking, and talking of 
farming with the landlord ; and Ella 
remarked, as he took the letter, that he 
exclaimed, as if to himself : 

" From Kenrick ! what can he 
want ?" 

His countenance changed as he read ; 
and then, throwing down the letter, he 
cried : 

" I wish to Heaven 1 had written 
to him before ! He has passed away 
doubting me !*' 

" Who ?" asked Ella, trembling with a 
sudden apprehension of evil. 

" Poor old St. George ! — the old man 
of whom I have spoken to you." 

" Your nlarriage has not broken his 
heart, I trust." 
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"No; I am not sure he had a heart 
to break. But, Ella ! you have turned 
pale, my own darling ! Do not torment 
yourself; the living or dying of every 
one belonging to me can never affect 
my happiness with you ; you are worth 
them all to me. But this letter — here, 
read it." 

And passing one arm round her, 
Wilton held out the letter for her 
to peruse. 

" You see," he continued, " Kenrick 
(he is Lord St. George's solicitor and 
the Wiltons' solicitor generally) says he 
has died suddenly, without a will. I 
am his heir-presumptive and nearest of 
kin — the only person entitled to act or 
to give directions. We must, therefore, 
start for London to-morrow. I will see 
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Monsieur le Proprietaire, and setde with 
him at once." 

Ella sighed, and cast one long look 
out into the garden, where the bees 
were humming and the first roses bloom- 
ing, and away over the variegated, map- 
like country beyond, with its distant, 
dim blue line of sea — a farewell look at 
the scene where she had tasted for the 
first time in a somewhat sad existence 
the divine cup of full, fresh delight ; 
then, holding her cheek to her husband's 
kiss, gently disengaged herself, and went 
away to prepare for turning over a new 
leaf in the book of life. 



CHAPTER XIV. 

"^TpHERE is not the slightest use 
JL in making any search for a 
will. I know there is none. Lord St. 
George made me carefully destroy the 
last one he had executed, only the day 
before his death. Indeed, he had given 
me instructions to draw up another so 
exceedingly inimical to your interests 
that I determined to be as slow as pos- 
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sible in carrying out his intentions. 
Now his death intestate has left every- 
thing to you, Colonel Wilton — I beg 
pardon — my lord." 

So spoke Mr. Kenrick — a grave, well- 
bred, exceedingly professional man — as 
Wilton sat at the opposite side of his 
knee-hole table, in the well-known office 
of Kenrick and Cole, Lincoln's Inn 
Fields, the morning after his arrival in 
London. 

" No ; I prefer being Ralph Wilton 
still. I suppose I need not adopt the 
title if I do not like. We must remember, 
Kenrick, that poor St. George's daughter 
may be still alive, and may have a host 
of children !" 

" That is certainly possible, though 
it is a possibility I had well nigh for- 
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gotten. Forgive me for saying so, but 
I heartily wish you had been a little less 
impetuous. Six weeks' patience would 
have seen you possessed of ample means 
to support your title, and free to choose 
a wife where you liked." 

" Ay ; but who could foresee the 
course of events ? I could not have acted 
a double part with the poor old man, 
nor could I have postponed my marriage. 
In short, there is no use in discussing 
the question ; tell me what Lord St. 
George said when he sent for 
you ?" 

"I found him," replied the lawyer, 
" looking terribly ill, although, as usual, 
accurately dressed, and quite composed. 
I had, by his directions, brought with 
me the will he had executed a few 
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months ago— a will bequeathing every- 
thing to you. Colonel Wilton. His • 
first question was, 

"*Have you heard that my heir has 
selected a wife at last ?' 

"I replied I had not; and he went on 
to say that you had at first concealed 
your marriage, but, having met Mr. 
St. George Wilton, and thinking con- 
cealment no longer necessary, you had y 
written to him. He showed me your 
letter, and said he had ^a visit from your 
cousin, who gave him a true version 
of the afifair — with much more that was 
not flattering, and need not be repeated. 
He then made me destroy the will in 
his presence, and gave me instructions 
to prepare another, by which he be- 
queathed his large property to the 
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Foundling Hospital, adding a grim jest 
as to the probability of some of his 
own grandchildren profiting by the be- 
quest. I must say, however, that he 
seemed principally affected by the ap- 
parent attempt to conceal your mar- 
riage." 

"That was never my intention," said 
Wilton much disturbed, while he walked 
up and down. " But I wish to heaven 
I had written to Him at once ! The 
fact is, I knew that I had cut myself 
off from him completely by my mar- 
riage, and thought it little mattered 
when I announced it. Then I forgot 
to write." 

" And most things probably," said Mr* 
Kenrick, with a grave, and slightly com- 
passionate smile. "The next morning. 



436 RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. 

my late client was found by Saunders 
— his man, who has been so long with 
him — lying placidly on his bed, but life 
was quite extinct. He must have been 
dead some hours." 

"I cannot tell you, Kenrick, how con- 
foundedly sorry I am, to have caused 
him this annoyance !" 

"His heart had long been in a very 
weak state," continued the lawyer, 
scarcely heeding the interruption ; " and 
his death was certainly painless. It 
remains to discover his daughter's 
children." 

" Or herself," put in Wilton. 

"She is dead — I feel sure of that. I 
perfectly remember my father mention- 
ing to me, the terrible species of exulta- 
tion with which Lord St. George heard 



RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. 237 

his only child was no more. That must 
be twenty years ago. I am under the 
impression that she left no family. If 
so, I shall be pleased to con- 
gratulate you, Colonel, on a noble 
inheritance." 

Wilton took another turn to and 

fro. 

"I have never been used to wealth 
or finery," he said. "If I could dis- 
pense with the title, I should not care 
much. Tell me, does nothing hang on 
to the coronet ?" 

" Well, I believe the rent of one 
farm ; barely four hundred a year. But 

the house in S Square belongs to 

you. It was one of the * bad ' Viscount's 
purchases; and though the late Lord's 
father paid off the various mort- 
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gages with which it was loaded, he 
never alienated it from the direct line." 

"So much the better for me. And 
now, Kenrick, lose no time in taking 
proper steps to discover the daughter's 
children." 

" I will not, of course ; but I have a 
strong idea there are none." 

" Why ?" asked Wilton. 

"Because we should have been sure 
to h^ve heard of them. The father — 
a needy foreigner, by all accounts — would 
never have resisted the temptation to dip 
his fingers into such well-filled pockets 
as those of Lord St. George; and the 
application would have been through us, 
or referred to us. No, I cannot help 
thinking Madame or Mrs. de Monteiro 
left no children." 
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"And I cannot help thinking she 
has. When is the funeral to take 
place ?" 

" The day after to-morrow. Mean- 
time, had you not better take up your 

residence in S Square? The house 

is yours, and probably everything in 



it." 



cc 



No, Kenrick; I could not stand the 
house, nor could Mrs. Wilton, J am 
sure. I shall remain at the hotel where 
we now are. After the funeral we must 
examine the poor old man's letters and 
papers; we may find some clue to the 
real heir among them." 




CHAPTER XV. 



MEANTIME an outline of the 
story began to be told at the 
clubs and dinner- tables, now throbbing 
with the convulsive life of the 
season. 

To the older members of society 
the name of Wilton had once been 
familiar, but Ralph had little beyond 
regimental renown and a high reputation 
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at the Horse Guards. Now, however, 
that he was supposed to have inherited 
the estates as well as the title of Lord 
St. George, relatives and connections 
gathered round him ^' thick as leaves that 
fall in Valombrosa." 

Ella was at first bewildered, as well 
as surprised, at the numerous cards and 
polite inquiries for Lord and Lady St. 
George, until Wilton unfolded the whole 
history for her enlightenment, and ex- 
pended some bad language on the annoy- 
ance of being thus saddled with a title 
he could not support. 

Still he was sufficiently alive to the 
necessity of his position to insist on his 
wife supplying herself with proper and 
fashionable mourning at the most se- 

VOL. II. R 
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lect milliner's he could find out. The 
result delighted him and appalled Ella. 
The garments were certainly becoming, 
but never in her simple life had 
she seen so much money paid for 
clothes. 

The operation of examining the papers 
and letters of one lately alert and ready 
to defend the privacy of his inner life 
is full of mournfulness. Even when the 
deceased has been neither well known nor 
loved, there is deep pathos in the silent 
appeal of death. All the secrets of the 
now empty " prison-house " lie bare and 
at the mercy of a successor, who may 
be the last to whom the released tenant 
would have exposed them. 

Although Ralph Wilton was far from 
*^ing a sentimentalist, he felt this keenly 
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twhen, assisted by Mr. Kenrick, he pro- 
ceeded to examine the late Viscount's 
escritoire, and various caskets, cabinets, 
and jewel-cases, in hopes of finding some 
trace of his possible successor. There 
lay, in profusion, the graceful trinkets 
bestowed with lavish hand on his wife 
and child, exquisite enamels, carved onyx 
clasps and brooches, costly fans, old 
fashioned bijouterie — all the beautiful 
artistic trifles which accumulate in an 
ancient and wealthy family. 

The more important jewels were of 
course kept at the bank, but quantities 
of valuable nothings were scattered about 
the rooms — miniatures of fair women and 
lovely children, and one beautiful face 
in every stage of development, from an 

R 2 
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infant peeping out from its rich surround- 
ing of lace and satin to a stately, gracious 
demoiselle in court dress. These portraits 
were all in rooms and cabinets the 
most distant, dust-covered, and evidently 
rarely opened All bore somewhere about 
the frame the initials E.L.A., some- 
times plain, sometimes entwined in a 
monogram. 

" These are all portraits of Miss 
St. George," said the lawyer, in 
the low tone they both unconsciously 
adopted. 

"You can scarcely wonder that 
such a marriage should almost have 
driven her father mad. He hardly 
thought royalty good enough for 
her !" 

"What, in Heaven's name, made her 
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throw herself away on a foreigner?" 
exclaimed Wilton. "How could she be 
so mad?" 

" Hum !*' said Mr. Kenrick dryly ; 
** imprudent marriages are always in- 
comprehensible, except to those that com- 
mit them." 

Wilton looked up for a moment, with 
a flash of indignation in his quick, 
brown eyes, which, passing rapidly 
away, gave place to a good-humoured 
smile. 

" You are right," said he ; " no out- 
siders can quite judge the force of our 
unreasoning reasons. You had better dine 
with us to-day, and let me present you to 
Mrs. Wilton." 

" I imagine she expects you to present 
me to Lady St. George." 
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" You are mistaken. She is utterly 
indifferent to titles — more indifferent 
than I am —but you will dine with 
us ?" 

" I shall be most happy." 

But they sought in vain ; no trace 
existed of the Viscount's erring daughter 
after the period of her disgraceful 
marriage. Of private correspondence 
very little remained; and it was decided 
to advertise for the information they 
wanted. 

" Let us have some talk with Saunders," 
suggested Wilton ; " he was so much 
with Lord St. George that he may be 
able to give us some clue to what we 



want." 



The serious -looking valet was there- 
fore summoned, and the lawyer 
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shortly explained to him the state of 
afFairs. 

"I believe there was an applica- 
tion of some kind made to my 
Lord respecting his daughter," said 
he, slowly and reflectively; "but it was 
a long time back — nearly three years 
ago. 

" Tell us what you know about it," said 
Wilton. 

**It was in the summer time, just 
before we left for Scotland that year, and 
my Lord was not very well, when one 
morning the hall-porter called me and 
said there was a foreign gentleman wanted 
to see my Lord ^bout a picture. I knew 
he expected one or two he had bought in 
Italy a few weeks before to be sent after 
him — the only thing he seemed to care 
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So, as lie srrnifd quite fit to 
speak to nnr Lord, I went and told 
lum. 

*Hc say% 'Show the fellow up.' I 
did so, and left them together. I waited 
ootside, in case mj Lord should want me, 
and presently I heard them thundering at 
each other in Italian — not that my Lord 
spoke very loud, but there was that in 
his voice as would make any man jump. 
Presendy he rung very sharp ; I went in 
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and found him half-raised in his chair, 
holding on by the sides as if he 
would dig his fingers into them, as 
white as marble, and his eyes blazing 
like fire. There was some torn paper 
lying at his feet, and a picture in an 
open case on the floor at a little 
distance. 

" The foreign chap," continued the 
valet, warming into naturalness, " was 
standing looking at him, with a dark 
frown on his face — the sort of murderous 
scowl those Italians can put on — and 
I went close up between them, lest he 
might draw a knife. 

"'Turn this scoundrel out!' says my 
Lord ; * and mark him, Saunders ; if 
you ever firtd him loitering about the 
place, hand him over to the police !' 



350 RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. 

" With that the foreigner gave an 
odd sort of smile, and said a few words 
in Italian, hissing them through his 
teeth. My Lord's face changed as he 
listened, but he waved his hand towards 
the door; and the other, with a deep,- 
low bow, walked out. My Lord had 
a sort of fainting fit, and I was a good 
deal taken up with him, but I kept 
the picture, thinkiog the Italian might 
come back for it ; but he did not. I 
think it is a miniature of my Lord's 
daughter, for it is very like all the other 
portraits." 

" But the pieces of torn paper ?" asked 
the lawyer, quickly ; " did you not by 
accident see if anything was written on 
them, and what ?" 

" Well, Sir, * as I was picking them 
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up, I did see that the writing was 
English, though a foreign-looking hand ; 
but all I could make out was, 'Your 
only daughter's only child so soon to 
be an orphan/ Then my Lord fainted 
awav: and when I looked for them 
again the stupid girl had swept them 
up. I can bring you the picture, if you 
wish." 

" By all means," said Colonel Wilton 
— and the man left the room. " I wish 
to Heaven," he continued, "he had 
kept the letter instead of the picture. 
We have portraits enough of the unhappy 
girl ; the letter might have put us on 
the track of the heir or heiress. Do 
you think this Italian was the hus- 
band r 

" Di Monteiro was, I believe, a 
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Spaniard ; but Saunders might mistake 
Spanish for Italian; and then the state- 
ment in the letter, ' the only child of 
his daughter so soon to be an orphan ' 
— that might be the death of either 
father or mother. But, no ! it is 
quite twenty years since the mother 
died." 

Here the return .of Saunders inter- 
rupted the lawyer's conjectures. 

" This is the picture," he said, un- 
folding it from some silver paper, in 
which it was carefully wrapped. 

The case of dark purple leather had a 
foreign look ; on opening it a lovely face, 
most exquisitely painted, appeared. It 
was unmistakably the same as that so 
frequently represented in the deserted 
chambers of the mansion ; but how 



RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. ass 

changed, and saddened, and spiritualised 
in expression. 

" This is very beautiful," said Wil- 
ton, looking long and earnestly upon it. 
" Though evidently the same face as 
the others, there is something familiar 
to me in it which the others have not. 
I can fancy a man daring a good deal 
for such a woman as this! However, it 
brings us no clue. We must consult 
some of these wonderful detective fellows, 
and try what can be done by extensive 
advertising. You must now feel satisfied 
that my poor cousin has left an heir or 
heiress." 

" Heiress, I trust," replied Kenrick. 
" A foreign Bohemian, with the reck- 
lessness of poverty, and perhaps Con:i- 
munist principles, would be a terrible 
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representative of the House of Wilton ; 
a woman would be less dangerous." 

"Nevertheless, quite as objectionable, 
unless caught very young ; and, according 
to your account, she must be past twenty. 
However, we can do no more to-day ; 
and, by Jove, it is nearly six o'clock ! 
Mrs. Wilton was to have met me in 
Kensington Gardens on her return from 
a visit at Notting Hill. I shall be 
scarcely in time to meet her. We dine 
at seven-thirty, and shall have the plea- 
sure of seeing you ?" 

" I shall be most happy ; I am very 
anxious to have the honour of making 
Mrs. Wilton's acquaintance." 

"Well, then, will you be so good as 
to take charge of this picture? I see 
you have your inevitable black bag, and 
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it is rather large for my pocket. Pray, 
bring it with you this evening. My wife 
is a true artist, and will be charmed 
with it." 




CHAPTER XVI. 



I 



N these days of pressing occupation, 
it was a rich treat to Ella and 
Wilton to have an hour or two uninter- 



ruptedly together. A visit to some of 
the art exhibitions, to the opera, or to a 
good play, was sufficient to brighten 
whole days of comparative loneliness. 
Ella was eminently reasonable. She never 
tormented her husband to know why he 
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was not in time, or indulged in querulous- 
ness if he was compelled to break an 
engagement. She knew he regretted it 
as much as she did, and was satisfied. 

On this occasion she had waited pa- 
tiently, sitting under a tree near the 
Bayswater Gate for nearly a quarter of 
an hour before the sight of her husband's 
soldierly^ distinguished figure, approach- 
ing rapidly, made her heart leap for joy. 

" I am late ! but I could not help it. 
And what have you been doing .f^ how is 
the benevolent Mrs. Kershaw ?" 

"Very well, indeed; but a little in- 
dignant because we did not take her 
* drawing-rooms,' which were vacant when 
we came to town, instead of going to 
be cheated, as she says, * up and down ' 
at an hotel." 

VOL. II. s 
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" And what did you say ?" asked 
Wilton, drawing his wife's hand through 
his arm as they strolled towards town. 

"Oh! I told her you had so much 
to do, that Melina Villas was too far 
away. But oh ! dearest Ralph, I really 
think dear old Diego must have called 
there while we were in Normandy. 
Mrs. Kershaw was out, unfortunately, 
but the servant described a *tall, black- 
looking gentleman^ who knew very little 
English." He asked first for Mrs. 
Kershaw, and then for me. Now, no 
one could ask for me but Diego." 

" Atjd, my darling, what is Diego 
like ? is he a gentleman ?" asked Wilton, 
rather doubtfully. 

" Yes, certainly a gentleman ; but not 
like you. He wears a velvet coat — it 
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is charming when it is new ; but he 
has not always money, then it gets 
shabby ; I have seen it broken at the 
elbows; and he has a felt hat, oh! 
such a beautiful hat at first — but — I 
fear he sleeps in it sometimes^ for it 
gets much bent. But when Diego has 
his purse full, and new clothes, he is 
lovely ! I have sketched him when they 
were new, and mended them when they 
were old. He is handsome, like a Salva- 
tor Rosa brigand. You would think 
he could kill ; and he is really as gentle 
and simple as a child. You are much 
more fierce yourself, Ralph" — looking 
up lovingly into his eyes with very 
little fear in her own. " How I should 
like to see him again !" she continued ; " if 
we meet, you must ask him to dinner." 

s 2 



26o RALPH WILTON'S WEIRD. 

Wilton laughed heartily. 

" If we do meet, I shall ; but he will 
be a curious guest. Let us have our 
distinguished cousin St. George to meet 
him." 

" Would it annoy you, Ralph, to have 
poor Diego to dinner ?" 

" No, love ; but don't ask him to 
live with us, I could not stand that." 

"Nor I," said Ella quietly. 

Talking , pleasantly, they enjoyed the 
sunshine of a lovely afternoon, till Wil- 
ton, looking at his watch, declared they 
would be late for dinner, and hailed a 
Hansom. 

It was very gratifying to Wilton to ob- 
serve the effect produced by Ella on the 
sedate Mr. Kenrick, who was an old- 
young man. Her unconsciousness of self 
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gave her a high-bred composure ; her per- . 
feet freedom from provincialism — the result 
of having acquired English almost as a 
foreign tongue — an air of refinement, 
and her natural simple readiness to listen, 
only caring to speak when she really 
had something to say, gave a charm 
to her conversation which greatly im- 
pressed the cool, hard-headed man 
of business. However blind love may 
be, no man, unless below the average 
of intelligence, is so hoodwinked as not 

to see when other men think he has a 
good excuse for his imprudence or not. 

The gentlemen did not sit long after 
Ella had left them, and on joining her 
Mr. Kenrick observed, 

"I have brought the picture. Colonel 
Wilton, as it is your pleasure to be so called." 



li 
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And he tianded a small parcel to 
Wilton, who, opening it, said, 

" Look at this, Ella." 

She was cutting the leaves of a book 
which Wilton had bought that morning, 
and, looking up quickly, exclaimed, 

" Ah ! how good of you ! you have 
found my picture for me. Where did 
you find it?" 

" Your picture ! what do you mean ?" 
he asked. 

" The picture of my mother, which 
was lost." 

" You are under some mistake. I 
do not think you ever saw this 
before." 

** I have seen it all my life ; it is my 
mother's picture." 

" Your mother's !" exclaimed Wilton 
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and the lawyer together; 'impossible/* 

" Yet it is so. If you raise the frame 
here, at the side, you can take it out 
of the case, and you will find her name 
at the back — Elizabeth Louisa Adelaide 
di Monteiro — mine is formed from her 
initials." 

The lawyer and Wilton eagerly obeyed, 
and found the inscription as she had 
described. 

" This is very extraordinary !" ex- 
claimed Wilton. 

" It appears, then," said Mr. Kenrick, 
" that by a rare accident you have mar- 
ried your own cousin, and Lord St. 
George's heiress. The title and estates 
are united." 

" How ? what does he mean ?" asked 
Ella. 



r 
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"Tell me, Ella, was Monteiro your 
father's name?" 

" Yes, one of them. His mother was 
a wealthy Spanish lady, his father an 
Englishman. He was partly brought up in 
Spain, by his mother's people, in her name ; 
he was early an orphan, and, I imagine, 
very extravagant. Afterwards, when im- 
mersed in politics, he found it more useful 
to use his father's name of Rivers. 
He was peculiarly averse to mention 
my mother. I never knew her family 
name. Her picture was always a sacred 
thing. My father, who might have 
been a great artist, painted it himself. 
Now, tell me, what do your questions 
mean ?" 

Whereupon Wilton, holding her hand 
in his, told her, as shortly as he could. 
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the strange story of her mother's mar- 
riage and disappearance ; of the dis- 
pleasure of her grandfather at his 
(Wilton's) disregard of his wishes in 
the choice of a wife; of the consequent 
destruction of the will, and the difficulty 
in which he and Mr. Kenrick found 
themselves, as regarded the next-of-kin; 
with a running accompaniment from the 
lawyer, touching the nature, extent, and 
peculiarities of the property inherited 
by the obscure little heroine of Wilton's 
railway adventure. 

" All this mine, which ought to have 
been yours," said Ella, when they were 
at last silent ; " or rather yours through 
me — I do not seem able to understand 
or take it in." She pressed her hand 
to her brow — " Dearest, you believed 
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in me, and loved me, when I was deso- 
late and poor, and utterly insignificant; 
now I am thankful that I can bring 
you wealth; but oh! I gave you most 
when I gave you my whole heart !" 

41 « « « 

Extract of a letter to Viscount St. 
George, from Major Moncrief. 

" I shall certainly be with you on the 
twelfth, if nothing unforeseen occurs. 
I feel exceedingly curious to see you 
in your new home, and to thank Lady 
St. George personally for the plenary 
absolution she has so kindly extended 
to me. 

" I confess myself guilty of the cold- 
blooded worldliness you lay to my charge, 
while I acknowledge that few men have 
had a better excuse for a piece of ex- 
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traordinary imprudence. If we were 
mere bundles of high-toned emotions, 
sympathies, and aspirations, marriages 
on your system might answer ; but, being 
as we are, much more animal than 
spiritual, more self-seeking than sympa- 
thetic, is it wise to act on the impulse 
of a temporary brain or blood fever, 
which puts a certain set of fancies and 
desires in violent action for a time, only 
to be overtaken and swept away by the 
everlasting flow of every-day wants, am- 
bitions, and motives, which always run 
their course, however excitement may 
blind us? But I am growing too pro- 
found for an old soldier ; the upshot of 
the argument is that I stand to my opi- 
nion in a general sense; your extraor- 
dinary luck in no way touches it. But 
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I most warmly rejoice in your good 
fortune; and though I greatly regret 
your quitting the old regiment, I am not 
surprised that your new position necessi- 
tates the step. Yours is no common 
story; and I little thought, when I was 
* taken prophetic' the day you * inter- 
viewed' poor old St George, that so fair 
a lot would be the ending of * Ralph 
Wilton's Weird.' 

" Always your sincere friend, 

"A. MONCRIEF." 



THE END. 



